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Abstract 
  
A Phenomenological Study of Teachers’ Perceptions  
and Interactions of English Language Learners 
  
In the US over the last three decades the use of a language other than English at home has 
increased by an astounding 148 percent, and by the year 2020 around twenty-three percent of the 
US population over the age of five will speak a language other than English (Shin & Ortman, 
2011).  With these staggering increases, it is quite likely that a secondary-level content teacher 
will have to meet the needs of an English Language Learner (ELL). This hermeneutic 
phenomenological study aims to describe the lived experiences of urban high school teachers 
who serve this student population by exploring (a) instructional models for ELL students, (b) 
language acquisition theories, and (c) multiculturalism.  This research focuses on the following 
central question: What characterizes the experiences of teachers who instruct students in an 
urban school English Language program? 
 For this research, participants were purposefully selected, and placed into one of three 
categories (a) monolingual content teachers that are not ESL-certified; (b) multilingual content 
teachers that are not ESL-certified; and (c) monolingual or multilingual teachers that are ESL-
certified.  The data for this research was collected through a two-round semi-structured interview 
process.  In order to fully understand the participants’ experiences with this phenomena, the data 
was then bracketed and analyzed for common experiences and themes.  The emerging themes, 
empathy, challenges, preparation, and relationship building are directly related to the 
participants’ experiences while interacting and serving the needs of their English language 
students.  Through these experiences and themes, recommendations for the school are made, 
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which include a series of teacher-led professional developments, providing teachers time and 
opportunity to meet with their culturally and linguistically diverse students, increase parent 
involvement, and allowing teachers to deviate from the curriculum in order to become more 
culturally responsive teachers.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research 
 
Introduction to The Problem 
It is amazing to think that an aluminum orb only twenty-three inches in diameter and 
weighing 183-pounds could be the catalyst needed to forever change the United States 
educational system.  On October 4, 1957, the Soviet Union launched Sputnik, the first satellite to 
orbit the Earth (Minkel, 2007).  The Soviet Union’s actions had the attention of the American 
public and forced the federal government to take action.  This gave rise to the National Defense 
Education Act of 1958 (NDEA) (Jolly, 2009).  The NDEA would infuse millions of dollars for 
math, science, and foreign language instruction to the public school systems (Scribner, 2012).   
By the mid-1960s, the nation began to refocus its attention on social issues and injustices both in 
and out of the educational system.  In 1965, President Johnson passed the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act.  This act gave the federal government a new role; to define 
educational priorities; focus its attention on the educational needs of poor children and; create 
federal standards forcing school districts to treat disadvantaged students in a more equitable 
manner (Kantor, 1991). 
Rossell (2000) details the changing landscape of educational policy as the 1960s moved 
on.  Constituents of Senator Ralph W. Yarborough pointed out a discrepancy between native 
English speakers and non-native English speakers fueled by the high rates of immigration. This 
piqued his interest and as it turned out there was nearly a forty percent difference in graduation 
rates between Caucasian native English speakers and their Hispanic counterparts (Rossell, 2000).  
Senator Yarborough then began to fight for federal interventions for the linguistic minorities who 
were victims of discrimination 
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Advocates for this student population found the obvious problem.  All instruction was taught in 
English to the children of Hispanic Immigrants.   
 The low achievement and loss of their native language was a civil rights violation, so the 
Bilingual Education Act was created and signed in 1968 (Rossell, 2000). The passing of the 
Bilingual Education Act meant language support had to be provided to English language 
learners.  This would ensure students were able to access the curriculum while acquiring English.  
The law had finally recognized that language could cause an educational disadvantage and now 
would focus on creating an equal opportunity of learning for English language learners (ELL) 
(Rossell, 2000). 
 In 2001 “No Child Left Behind” passed as part of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (NCLB, 2002).  The focus of No Child Left Behind is on educational outcomes 
and accountability; this idea is in contrast with the Bilingual Education Act, as its main focus is 
on creating structures and programs to ensure language learning (Menken, 2010).  No Child Left 
Behind calls for all students to make adequate yearly progress.  Students’ progress is measured 
from the scores they received on standardized tests.  The goal of No Child Left Behind was to 
have all students score at least ‘Proficient’ by 2014, a deadline that has recently passed (Menken, 
2010).  “Using a complicated formula determined by each state that dictates a school’s annual 
progress goals, schools must provide evidence of student progress or risk sanctions such as 
closure or the loss of federal funds” (Menken, 2010, p. 122). 
 No Child Left Behind replaces the Bilingual Education Act with the English Language 
Acquisition Act, Language Enhancement Act, and Academic Achievement Act.   Bilingual is 
now no longer a term found in federal law; instead priority is being placed on English learning 
(Menken, 2010).  No Child Left Behind and the United States Department of Education requires 
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all English language learners who have been in the country for a year or more to participate in 
the same state tests as native English speakers.  These tests include English language 
arts/literature, math, science -- and in some states social studies.  In addition to these tests, 
English language learners take an English language proficiency test to measure their English 
language acquisition (Menken, 2010).   
 Unfortunately, English language learners must take these tests in English and it is nearly 
impossible to separate language proficiency from content knowledge.  All of these tests require 
mastery of complex academic language and literacy.  This creates a tremendous challenge for 
English language learners and the content teachers who serve them (Menken, 2010). 
Statement of Problem to Be Researched 
 The number of students in schools who speak a language other than English has 
dramatically increased over the past several years.  In a twenty-year span, between 1989 and 
2009 this population increased from 4.7 million to 11.2 million or from ten percent to twenty-one 
percent (Lee & Buxton, 2013).  The designated government term for these students is English 
language learner (ELL), and currently, over eleven percent (11%) of students in the United States 
fall into this category (Lee & Buxton, 2013).  These numbers indicate that “ELL students 
represent the fastest - growing group of K-12 students in the United States” (Johnson, 2011, p. 
2).   
 National studies have shown achievement gaps between mainstream students and their 
English language learner counterparts.  Scores from the 2005, 2009, and 2011 National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) study were compared, and they yielded startling 
results.  The study revealed the average ELL science score for 2009 was 103, which increased to 
106 in 2011; however, these average scores were still considered to be below basic, and were 
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much lower than their non-ELL counter parts.  For the same test native English speakers scored 
an average of 151 and 153 respectively in the 2009 and 2011 tests.  These average scores were 
nearly fifty points higher.  When comparing the 2005, 2009, and 2013 twelfth grade mathematic 
and reading scores ELL students have been progressively attaining lower scores each year while 
non-ELL students’ scores are on an upward trend (NAEP, n.d.).    
 These downward scoring trends and achievement gaps are evidence that our educational 
system is failing to meet the needs of these students.  In today’s school environment it is 
becoming increasingly more important for teachers to ensure that all students achieve high 
academic standards.  Teachers of ELL students face added challenges, as their students will need 
to simultaneously learn academic content and develop proficient English language skills (Lee & 
Buxton, 2013, p. 37).   These stressors have created an achievement gap between native English 
speakers and ELLs.  Examining the perception of the teachers servicing growing population will 
offer additional insight to the nature of the problem. 
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
Purpose Statement 
 The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological study is to explore the perspectives of 
urban high school teachers that are servicing the needs of English language learners.  The study 
seeks to provide a detailed understanding of the perceptions of three different categories of 
teachers: (a) monolingual teachers that are not certified in ESOL; (b) bilingual teachers that are 
not certified in ESOL; and (c) monolingual or bilingual teachers that are certified in ESOL. 
Significance of the Problem 
 The goal of No Child Left Behind is to raise the levels of achievement for all students.  
Specifically targeting underperforming groups in order to close the achievement gap along class 
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and race lines, as well as the underserved (Darling-Hammond, 2006).  In order to ensure this is 
being done, the federal government began to implement a series of high-stakes tests where 
schools were required to report the testing results for all students.  Which includes a breakdown 
of the progress of each subgroup (Abedi & Gandara, 2006; Darling-Hammond, 2006).  Schools 
must begin to show that each of these groups has made adequate progress.  Schools able to show 
progress is being met are rewarded, but if a school is not able to show that adequate progress has 
been made, they stand to lose federal funds or may face the reality of being closed (Menken, 
2010). 
 Every student who has been in the country for a year or more are subjected to high stake 
testing.  Including English language learners regardless of the English proficiency (Menken, 
2010).  This has resulted in negative consequences for students that fall into this subgroup.  
Recently, there has been a noticeable increase in dropout rates for these particular students 
(Meneken, 2010). 
 The United States has increasingly seen this population grow over the last thirty years.  It 
has been estimated that by the year 2020 the growth rate of over the age of five that live in a 
home using a language other than English will reach twenty-three percent (Shin & Ortman, 
2011).  This large increase indicates that a high school teacher will at some time in the future 
have to meet the needs of this student population.  
Research Questions 
This phenomenological study will be guided by a central research question and three sub-
questions: 
What characterizes the experiences of teachers who instruct students in an English Language 
program in an urban high school? 
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1.  How does understanding second language acquisition affect the experiences of a 
teacher instructing ELL students? 
2. How does the use of ELL instructional models affect the experiences of a teacher 
instructing ELL students? 
3. How does the use of multiculturalism in the classroom affect the experiences of a 
teacher instructing ELL students? 
The Conceptual Framework 
Researcher Stances and Experiential Base 
This researcher believes peoples’ perceptions are their realities and in order to understand 
their realities it is necessary to explore their world around them.  This belief is based in social 
constructivism and leads to the interest of the experiences of content teachers meeting the needs 
of their ELL students.  Social constructivism is derived from and deeply rooted in the work of 
Vygotsky and just as with constructivism, the social environment plays an intricate role in 
learning (Lui & Mathews, 2005).   
 Gergen (1985) points out, “Social constructionist inquiry is principally concerned with 
explicating the process by which people come to describe, explain, or otherwise account for the 
world (including themselves) in which they live” (p. 266).  While subscribing to this method of 
inquiry the researcher attempts to articulate understanding in its past, present, and future forms 
(Gergen, 1985).  Using this social constructivist world-view, the research believes this study can 
produce findings that will further the knowledge of the experiences, interactions, challenges, and 
needs of a content teacher, who is servicing the needs of an English language learner (ELL) 
population.   
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 It is this social constructionist view that this hermeneutic phenomenological analysis is 
designed.   Van Manen (2007) states “Phenomenology is a project of sober reflection on the 
lived experience of human existence— sober, in the sense that reflecting on experience must be 
thoughtful, and as much as possible, free from theoretical, prejudicial and suppositional 
intoxications” (p. 12).  Phenomenological studies are focused on the perceptions of its 
participants (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  There are two types of research methods: (a) quantitative 
research, which is based on the use of statistics, and (b) qualitative research, which relies on 
descriptions of the participants involved in the study (Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh, & Sorensen, 2006).  
Qualitative phenomenological research calls for sample populations that are far smaller than their 
quantitative counterparts (Ary, et al., 2006).   
Phenomenology is a methodology that is described as the study of phenomena as they are 
experienced in one’s life, and it drives the researcher to collect, analyze, and report data (as cited 
in Sloan & Bowe, 2014).  “The findings -- or outcome – of this type of study is a collection of 
descriptions of meanings for individuals of their lived experiences; experiences of concepts or 
phenomena” (as cited in Sloan & Bowe, 2014, p. 4).  Two different types of phenomenological 
research can be explored: hermeneutic otherwise known as interpretive phenomenological 
analysis (IPA) and transcendental which is a description of the phenomena (Van Manen, 1990).  
A hermeneutical study calls for the research to focus on interpretive language written to describe 
the reflections of the experiences of the participants in the study (Van Manen, 1990).  
Participants only have the ability to reflect if they have lived the experience. 
Conceptual Framework 
 There has been much written about the achievement gap of ELLs and suggestions as to 
how to bridge the gap (Abedi & Gandara, 2006).  For this study, three research streams are 
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examined: (a) theories of second language acquisition, (b) language learner instructional models, 
(c) multiculturalism in the classroom.  As a researcher and one who has instructed ELL students 
these three streams are important because they lay the foundation for strong instructional 
learning.  Independently having an understanding of one these theories makes the creation of 
good teaching and strong classroom policies. Understanding all of these theories working 
together gives the teacher insight into what their students are experiencing and in return will alter 
the experiences of the teacher. 
 There are many theories on second language acquisition; however, this research will 
focus on Krashen and Terrell’s (1983) Natural Approach; Cummins’s (1979) distinction between 
basic interpersonal communicative skills (BICS) and cognitive academic language proficiency 
(CALP); and Judie Haynes’s (2007) stages of second language.  Studying each of these theories 
will provide a general understanding of how an ELL student learns a second language; the 
differences between interpersonal language and academic language; and the rate at which an 
educator can expect their ELL students to learn their new adoptive language.   
The second stream of research includes different instructional models for second language 
learners.  These instructional models include (a) the push-in and pull out models (Honigsfeld & 
Dove, 2010); (b) sheltered instruction observation protocol (Echevarria, Vogt & Short, 2012); (c) 
cooperative learning (Kagan, 2003; Sachs, Candlin, Rose, & Shum, 2003; and Mason, 2006); 
and (d) scaffolding (Walqui, 2006).  The push-in and pull out models of ELL instruction are 
forms of inclusion co-teaching models.  The ELL students will either be pulled out of the content 
classroom for addition support, or an ELL instructor will push in to the classroom to add 
additional support services (Honigsfeld & Dove, 2010).  The sheltered instruction observation 
protocol method (SIOP) is a method of instruction that was created to offer high-quality 
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instruction to ELLs in content area.  This model is based on students’ knowledge and research-
based practices to ensure learning for all (Echevarria, Vogt & Short, 2012).  Cooperative 
learning which has a long history in social psychology, is “group leaning activity organized so 
that learning is dependent on the socially-structured exchange of information between learning 
groups in which each learner is held accountable for his or her own learning and is motivated to 
increase the learning of others” (as cited in Sachs, Candlin, & Rose, 2003, p. 339).  The final 
instructional model is scaffolding which has strong ties to Vygotsky’s idea of the zone of 
proximal development (Walqui, 2006). 
 The third stream deals with culturally responsive pedagogy.  This type of pedagogy 
ensures the all students learn.  It enables students to access the content being taught through 
contexts they understand (Richards, Brown & Forde, 2007).  Not only does this allows them to 
understand the content, but makes the content more meaningful to them.  Culturally responsive 
pedagogy, language learner instructional models, and second language acquisition theories make 
up a large portion of the needs and interactions content teachers face when servicing the 
academic needs of ELL students.  These notions of culturally responsive pedagogy are reinforced 
further through the works of Gay (2013) and Gomez and Diarrassouba (2014). 
 With each passing year, teachers will have to instruct an increasing number of students 
with a variety of linguistic and cultural backgrounds.  In 2002 the National Center for Education 
Statistics conducted a survey.  This yielded the following results: “42% of the teachers surveyed 
indicated that they had English Language Learners (ELLs) in their classroom, but only 12.5% of 
these teachers had received more than eight hours of professional development specifically 
related to ELLs (de Jong and Harper, 2005, p. 101).  The lack of professional development is 
part of the problem; however, it appears there is a larger problem overall.  Institutions of higher 
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education that offer teacher preparation programs do not require teachers to take courses to help 
prepare them to service the linguistic and cultural needs of English language A “survey of 417 
institutes of higher education found that fewer than one in six required any preparation for 
mainstream elementary or secondary teachers regarding the education of ELLs” (de Jong and 
Harper, 2005, p. 102).  Understanding the essence of the teachers’ experiences that service this 
vulnerable population offers insight to the methods they use during instruction, and what they 
believe will better assist them servicing their students. 
 
Figure 1 Conceptual Framework 
 
 
Teachers	
Experiencing	
ELLs	in	the	
Classroom
Second	
Language
Acquisition	
Knowledge
Instructional	
Models
Multiculturalism
in	the	Classroom
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Definition of Terms 
Academic language: Language used in formal contexts for academic subjects (Echevarria, Vogt, 
& Short, 2012). 
Basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS): BICS are basic everyday speech that can be 
supported by gestures and is usually learned within three to  five years (Bardack, 2010). 
Cognitive/academic language proficiency (CALP): A proficiency level needed  by an ELL 
student to understand academic subject matter within a classroom setting. (Bardack, 2010). 
Culture: The lifestyle, behaviors, traditions, attitudes, and artifacts of a specific people 
(Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2012). 
English language learner (ELL): An individual whose primary language is other than English 
and who is in the process of acquiring English language proficiency.  (Bardack, 2010). 
ESL: English as a second language (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2012). 
ESOL: English speakers of other languages (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2012). 
L1: First language (Krashen, 1981). 
L2: Second language (Krashen, 1981). 
Language proficiency: The competence level of an individual using a language for basic 
communication and academic purposes (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2012). 
Limited English proficiency (LEP): Describes the status of an individual who does not meet the 
state’s English expertise requirements (Bardack, 2010).   
Second language acquisition (SLA): The process of learning a second language (Krashen, 1981). 
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Assumptions and Limitations 
Assumptions 
This is a backyard study that will be conducted in the researcher’s current school, and 
because of this, certain assumptions must be made. The first assumption is that the teachers 
agreeing to be interviewed for this study are going to engage in meaningful interviews to 
facilitate a true understanding of the experiences they have while teaching ELL students.  In 
addition to this, it is assumed that all interview questions will be answered honestly by each 
interviewee.  As a teacher within the school, the study is going to take place, the research is 
entrenched in its academic environment, and teaches a large population of ELL students.  This 
leads to the assumption that throughout the interview and coding process the researcher will have 
a strong understanding of the environment and culture of the school. 
Limitations 
This study, as do all, has its limitations.  The population of the study is a limiting factor, 
as the researcher is interviewing eight teachers.  Each specified category must have at least two 
participants; however, while being a limiting factor, it falls within constructs of a 
phenomenological exploration.  In addition to a small number of interviewees, all research is 
being conducted at a single site.  Further limitations relate to teacher content areas.  The teachers 
that have elected to participate in the study include three math teachers, two history teachers, and 
three English teachers.  Two of English teachers are also certified ESOL teachers.  This is not a 
complete representation of all content available at this site.  No science teachers, physical 
education, or expressive arts teachers will be represented in this research sample.  
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Summary 
 The 1960’s brought great reform to the United States Educational System.  Both the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act and the Bilingual Education Act were signed.  These 
Acts provided much-needed support to students that were poor, disadvantaged, or in the 
linguistic minority.  Unfortunately, most of this progress was undone for English language 
learners when the No Child Left Behind Act was signed in 2001, but yet the ELL population is 
expected to continue to grow.  In this chapter, the problem to be researched and its significance 
has been described.  The central question was identified.  Definitions of relevant terms have been 
explained and the assumptions and limitations of this study were addressed.  The interpretive 
phenomenological analysis (IPA) will be influenced and driven by the conceptual framework 
outlined in this chapter and further explained in Chapter 3.  Additionally, the three literature 
streams were introduced and will be explored in greater detail in Chapter 2. 
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Chapter 2: The Literature Review 
Introduction to Chapter 2 
 English language learners represent the fastest demographic of students in the United 
States.  From 1998 to 2009 there was a fifty-one percent increase in ELL students in pre-
kindergarten to twelfth grade.  In the 2008-2009 school year, more than 5.3 million students out 
of almost 49.5 million were considered to be ELL students (Echevarria, Vogt, and Short, 2012).  
These increases in ELL students is on par with the increase of immigration into the United 
States.  Nearly nine percent of the population in the United States does not speak English very 
well and over seventy percent of ELL students in schools today were born in this country 
(Echevarria, Vogt, and Short, 2012).  Changes in these demographics present many challenges to 
school districts across the country, as many teachers have had little professional development on 
ELL students, do not always understand how ELL students acquire a second language, under 
value the importance of an ELL students culture, and may often confuse good teaching practices 
with ELL strategies. 
 Unfortunately, this steep increase of ELL students across the United States has not been 
met with an increase in their academic achievement.  ELL students have been falling behind in 
academic achievement compared to their native English-speaking counterparts.  The No Child 
Left Behind (NCLB) was implemented in 2001, and requires ELL students that have been in the 
United States for a year or more to take state the same standardized tests and high school exit 
exams their native English speaking counterparts take (Menken, 2010).  More ELL students do 
poorly on these state standardized tests and fail high school exit examinations, even though they 
have met every other requirement for graduation, than any other population in our school 
systems today (Echevarria, Vogt, and Short, 2012).   
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 This lack of success is problematic for teachers and school districts alike because 
evaluations and funding are based, in part, on how students score on these exams.  By testing 
these students before they become proficient in their newly adopted language should not cause a 
surprise to find out that these students are not scoring proficient or passing these high school exit 
exams.  “It is projected that by 2030 language minority students (students who speak a language 
other than English at home and who have varying levels of English proficiency) will compromise 
forty percent of students In U.S. schools” (Watkins and Lindhal, 2010, p. 23).  With predictions 
such as these, now more than ever has it become important truly understand the experiences of 
teachers that service the academic needs of ELL students.  
Literature Review 
Language Acquisition 
 The development of language skills is a crucial part of educational programs for English 
language learners and their native English-speaking counter parts.  Proficient use of language is 
necessary as it is used for a multitude of instructional purposes across all content areas.  Students 
need to be able to read, write, convey solutions to problems, learn how other people solve 
problems and learn new skills (Chamot & O’Mally, 1996).  Most English-speaking students have 
the ability to read a narrative and expository text, understand and express new ideas, use 
language to evaluate, explain, classify and analyze what they have learned, upon their 
completion of elementary school.  ELL students, who have not become proficient in English, 
will have many difficulties throughout their education because English is the primary mode of 
teaching (Chamot & O’Mally, 1996). 
  According to Cummins (1979), there are two important types of language proficiencies 
Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language 
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Proficiency (CALP).  BICS, sometimes referred to as playground language, is the basic language 
skills needed for face-to-face situational communication that is often accompanied by gesturing.  
This type of communication is typically used in social setting where there is a lot of interaction 
between people (Cummins, 1979).  Students that master BICS are able to identify word and 
phrase combinations that are new to them and have the ability to use them to create short 
sentences.  Learning BICS is a process that takes between six months and two years; however, 
once a student becomes conversationally fluent in a second language, it does not mean that they 
will perform well academically in that language (Cummins, 1979). 
           CALP is formal academic learning, also known as Knowledge of Academic, which is a 
specialized language used in schools or the professional world.  “In school, it is the language of 
story problems in math, social studies and science texts.  Outside of school, it is the language of 
small business and finance, science, and politics” (Krashen and Brown, 2009, p. 1).  To 
understand the relationship between BICS and CALP we need to look at Cummins threshold 
hypothesis.  It states that a student must develop BICS to a certain level before CALP can be 
effectively added to the second language.  Students with strong academic skills in their native 
language typically acquire information in their second language quickly (Jiang and Kuehn, 
2001).  
    As people learn language, they develop certain skills, which may naturally transfer from 
their native language to a second language.  The level of proficiency reached in their native 
language influences the development of their proficiency of their second language.  This is 
because cognitive knowledge learned in their native language is can be transferred to a second 
language.  Students will typically transfer the strategies they learned for reading and writing 
from their native language to a second language.  A student will make assumptions between their 
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native language and a second language if they are correct, the transfer becomes a positive 
experience; however, if they are incorrect, the transfer may become a negative experience, which 
could ultimately interfere with learning a second language (Jiang and Kuehn, 2001). 
 
     Figure 2 Cummins’ Iceberg Theory (de Wit, 2015) 
 The Natural Approach to second language acquisition was developed in the late 1970s to 
early 1980s by, two educators/linguists, Stephen Krashen and Tracy Terrell.   The Natural 
Approach to learning a second language is done through the use of two knowledge sources and 
follows Krashen’s Theory of Second Language Acquisition (Terrell, 1986, p. 213).  Krashen’s 
theory has five main hypotheses: (a) the Acquisition-Learning hypothesis; (b) the Natural Order 
Hypothesis; (c) the Monitor hypothesis; (d) the Input hypothesis; and (e) The Affective-Filter 
hypothesis.   
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 The Acquisition-Learning hypothesis asserts that there are two different ways to learn a 
language.  The language can either be acquired or it can be learned.  Language acquisition 
happens through one’s sub-consciousness and a person is unaware that it is happening.  
Throughout a person’s day, they may have a conversation, watch television, or read a book.  
While they are doing these activities they may be acquiring language skills.  Once these skills 
have been acquired it is stored in the subconscious and are typically not aware that anything has 
happened (Krashen, 2013).  “Language learning is a conscious process: When we are learning, 
we know we are learning and we are trying to learn” (Krashen, 2013, p. 1).  This is how one 
learns language in school when learning the rules of grammar.  This is done through error 
correction.  If a mistake is made, it is corrected and a conscious change of a grammar rule has 
been learned.  
 The Natural Order hypothesis states that language is acquired in a predictable or natural 
order.  Not every person acquires language skills in the same order; however, the difference in 
acquisition is only marginal.  When working with ELL students it is important to keep in mind 
interesting points about the natural order: simple grammatical rules are not always acquired early 
and rules that are thought to be complex may develop early, and the natural order cannon be 
changed (Krashen, 2013). 
 The Monitor hypothesis deals with consciously learned language.  It is believed that this 
type of learned language is only available to “monitor” or edit our language.  It is easy to 
produce acquired language fluently.  The grammar rules that students learn are used solely to 
monitor or edit (Krashen, 2013).  When an ELL student is about to speak, in their newly adopted 
second language, the words enter their minds due to their subconsciously acquired language 
skills; however right before they actually speak it is internally scanned, inspected, and then their 
	 	 	
 
 
	 	 	
19	
consciously learned “rules” correct any errors. Occasionally an ELL student is able to self-
correct using the conscious monitor upon realizing something was said incorrectly. The ability to 
“monitor” one’s self is very difficult and needs these three criteria in order to occur: (a) the rule 
must be known; (b) there must be a conscious thought about correctness (it is difficult to think 
about what is being said while it is being said); (c) there must be enough time (typically the 
tempo of a normal conversation does not allow to think about grammatical rules) (Krashen, 
2013). 
 The Input hypothesis suggests that language acquisition can only occur if what is being 
said, is understood, or by receiving “comprehensible input”.  The only way to advance language 
acquisition is to move beyond the current level of understanding.  ELL students are able to do 
this through the use of context clues.  There are two important aspects to the Input hypothesis: 
(a) “Speaking is a result of acquisition and not its cause.  Speech cannot be taught directly but 
emerges on its own as a result of building competence via comprehensible input; (b) if input is 
understood, and there is enough of it, the necessary grammar is automatically provided” 
(Krashen, 1985, p. 80).  
 The Affective Filter hypothesis determined that while comprehensible input is needed for 
acquisition, it is not enough in itself.  When ELL students are acquiring a second language they 
must be willing to accept the input.  An affective filter is essentially a mental block that will 
prevent an ELL student from completely using input they receive for language acquisition.   The 
affective filter can be “turned on” by an ELL student if they are unmotivated, lack self-
confidence, or is anxious.  The filter is off when there is no concern with failing to acquire 
language and/or they feel they are a member of the group (Krashen, 1985, p. 81). 
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 The Natural Approach and Second Language Acquisition Theory (and its hypotheses) 
follow a continuum of learning.  They have a natural progression of the development and 
acquisition of a second language.  The progression of an ELL student begins with no knowledge 
of the second language to varying levels of fluency.  The Natural Approach has identified five 
important stages of language development: (a) preproduction, (b) early speech, (c) speech 
emergence, (d) intermediate language proficiency, (e) advanced language fluency (Terrell, 
1986). 
The first stage of second language acquisition is called the pre-production period and is 
also known as the silent period.  During this phase of language acquisition ELLs will have 
accumulated approximately 500 words in their vocabulary; however, they may not yet start 
speaking.  It is during this stage that the ELLs will conscientiously listen, and might be able to 
copy words that have been written on the board (Haynes, n.d.).  Through the use of body 
language, students during this stage are able to let the teacher know they understand what is 
being said.  In this stage, focus should be maintained on listening comprehension and 
accumulating a larger receptive vocabulary.  Repetition is the key to this stage and finding a 
partner that speaks the ELL’s language would be extremely beneficial (Haynes, 2007 
 The second stage of second language acquisition is called the early production stage.  
During this stage the student will continue to build his or her receptive vocabulary up to 1000 
words (Haynes, 2007).  At this time, students are able to speak in one or two word phrases, and 
are often using small chunks of language that they have memorized.  To further the students, 
they should now start to answer yes or no questions, given the opportunity to participate in some 
whole class activities, use pictures to increase their vocabulary, learning with the aid of graphic 
organizers, and begin the writing process through the use of sentence frames (Haynes, 2007) 
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 Once the students have reached a vocabulary of approximately 3,000 words they are 
considered to be in the speech emergence stage, and now have the ability to communicate 
through the use of short phrases and sentences (Haynes, 2007).  They now begin to ask simple 
questions, which may or may not be grammatically correct, and start to have short conversations 
with their classmates.  Reading comprehension is limited to short stories that have been 
supported by pictures.  At this time, students are now able to do some content work (Haynes, 
2007). 
 The fourth stage of second language acquisition, intermediate fluency, develops between 
three and four years after being exposed to English.  At this time the students’ vocabulary has 
grown to 6,000 words (Haynes, n.d.).  They are now able to formulate more complex sentences 
when speaking and writing, offer their opinion, share their thoughts, and ask for material to be 
further explained.  During this stage the student should be able to work at grade level in content 
courses such as math and science with support, but are still need to work on a higher level of 
English literature proficiency.  This is when students use tactics from their L1 to comprehend 
content in English (Haynes, 2007).   
 Writing during the intermediate fluency stage has significantly increased from the speech 
emergence stage, but will contain several errors do to the complexity of the English grammar and 
sentence structure.  At this time, students should be able to synthesize material and construct 
inferences on what they have learned.  The focus for these students should be on learning 
strategies (Haynes, 2007).   
 During the advanced fluency stage students have now acquired cognitive academic 
language proficiency in their second language (Haynes, 2007).  They are almost considered to be 
fully fluent and have no problem performing in content areas alongside their native English-
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speaking counterparts.  At this time ELLs students have most likely exited from an ESL 
program, but may need continued support from the teacher for a little longer (Haynes, 2007).  
The Natural Order hypothesis tells us ELL students will follow these predictable stages of 
language acquisition, because of this, understanding the stages of development educators can 
create/prepare lessons that re not only appropriate but are rigorous to a student that has limited 
English proficiency.   
 
 
Figure 3 Stages of Second Language Acquisition (adapted from Zhang, 2017). 
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Instructional Models 
To academics, there is some uncertainty as to which the best method is best for 
instructing ELLs (Sullivan, 2011).  Since no one way has been identified as a best practice when 
it comes to introducing curriculum and instructional practices, teachers either use the method 
their school subscribes to, or if no method is offered they must decide what method or methods 
work best for them and their ELL students.  Research provides several for teaching all students, 
but a description on how to modify these methods for ELL students is not always readily 
available. 
Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol 
 Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) provides a framework for teachers to 
“present content concepts to English learners (e.g., science, social studies, and math) through 
strategies and techniques that make new information comprehensible to the students” 
(Echevarria, Richards-Tutor, Canes, and Francis, 2011, p. 337).  Not only is the information 
comprehensible to the students, they begin to develop language skills across four different 
domains: (a) reading, (b) writing, (c) listening, and (d) speaking.  The SIOP model does not limit 
the ways in which a teacher can accomplish these goals.  This flexibility allows the teacher to use 
the best strategy for the lesson (Echevarria, Richards-Tutor, Canes, & Francis, 2011). 
  There are eight key components to the SIOP model, “these eight components include: 
Lesson Preparation, Building Background, Comprehensible Input, Strategies, Interaction, 
Practice & Application, Lesson Delivery, and Review & Assessment (Echevarria, Richards-
Tutor, Canes, & Francis, 2011).  To fully appreciate the SIOP model, in the following paragraphs 
a brief description of the components and features is reviewed. 
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 The features under lesson preparation ensure a teacher includes both language and 
content objectives, the use of supplementary materials, and ensure the students will carry out a 
meaningful activity at the conclusion of the lesson.  Building background relates a students’ prior 
learning, background experience and the development of academic vocabulary.  Comprehensible 
input refers to notion a teacher may need to adjust their speech patterns or tempo, change the 
way in which they model student tasks, and the use of several different methods to boost 
comprehension.  The strategies component is when learning strategies are used to ensure students 
know how to retain and later access the information being taught to them (Echevarria, Richards-
Tutor, Canes, & Francis, 2011).    
 In addition to this, there is a strong emphasis for the use of scaffolding and higher-order 
thinking skills.  Interaction is the component that allows for students to work on their speech and 
group students based on their level of language and content skill development.  Practice and 
application requires a teacher to create activities that prolong language and content learning.  
Lesson delivery makes sure the objectives are met.  Finally, the features of the review and 
assessment component are review of the key language and content concepts, conduct an 
appropriate assessment of student learning, and provide feedback to the students (Echevarria, 
Richards-Tutor, Canes, & Francis, 2011).   
 On the surface, the SIOP method is a catchall model of instruction that incorporates a 
variety of instructional models.  It can be argued that this model of instruction is not only a 
framework for ELLs students but could be a model for best practices for all students; however, 
this model of instruction takes a considerable amount of time and training for educators to 
implement it in its full potential.    
 
	 	 	
 
 
	 	 	
25	
                                                         SIOP Model 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4 SIOP Framework for Organizing Best Practices (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2012) 
Cooperative Learning 
 Cooperative learning is not a new concept, research can be found as early as the 1920s; 
however, it took nearly fifty years for research to be conducted on the use of cooperative 
learning in the classroom (Sachs, Candlin, Rose, & Shum, 2003).  The idea of cooperative 
learning is often vague when it comes to applications in the classroom.  Mason (2006) defines 
cooperative learning as “structured student interaction face-to-face or online that promotes a 
sense of community among students” (p. 53).  The purpose of cooperative learning is for the 
members of the groups to academically help each other (Sachs, Candlin, Rose, & Shum, 2003).  
By nature, people crave social interaction and enjoy working together; so to be effective, 
regardless of grade, age, culture, or content area, groups should have three or four members (as 
cited in Sachs, Candlin, Rose, & Shum, 2003).   
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 Kagan’s 1992 work on cooperative learning led to the creation of Kagan Structures 
(Kagan, 2003).  Kagan Structures were created to ensure there is equitable participation and to 
maximize learning outcomes for group members.  There are four basic principles that make up 
Kagan Structures know as PIES (Kagan, 2003): (a) Positive interdependence- the capstone of 
cooperative learning as it cultivates commitment to success because the participants’ efforts 
benefit both the group and themselves.  Without interdependence there could be no cooperation. 
(b) Individual accountability- all members are equally important.  They must share the workload 
and have a sense of accountability. (c) Equal participation- all members actively participate in 
the learning process. (d) Simultaneous interaction- encourages interaction and promotes success 
of the group members by sharing resources and supporting each other.  The group begins to 
serve as dual purposes an academic support system and a personal support system (as cited in 
Sachs, Candlin, Rose, & Shum, 2003). 
 It has been proven that English language learners thrive when given an opportunity to 
communicate and experiment with language in natural settings.  “Cooperative learning provides 
additional opportunities for English language learns to simultaneously develop ideas, 
organization, voice, and writing conventions along with their language proficiency, in an 
informal, safe setting” (Mason, 2006, p. 53).   
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                                    Elements of Cooperative Learning 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5 Elements of Cooperative Learning (Dutt-Donner and Grande, n.d.) 
Scaffolding 
 Jerome Bruner originally created the concept of scaffolding and defined it as “a process 
of setting up the situation to make the child’s entry easy and successful and then gradually 
pulling back and handing the role to the child as he becomes skilled enough to manage it” (as 
cited in Walqui, 2006, p. 163).  Bruner’s study on scaffolding was developed through intensive 
research focusing on infants playing games peekaboo with their mothers.  As the game was 
repetitiously played, the mother was the initiator of the game and the child was the recipient.  
Eventually, a reversal in roles was seen where the child became the initiator and the mother 
became the recipient (Walqui, 2006).   
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 Pedagogically scaffolding is known as a process of supportive measures and 
collaborative work.  The process of scaffolding has three scales.  The first is creating a 
supportive structure through activities that allows skills to develop.  The second is executing the 
activities.  The third is the help offered during the interactions with the students (Walqui, 2006).  
These scales have six features: (a) continuity- repetition of the a task with slight variations; (b) 
contextual support- providing objectives and means in a variety of ways; (c) intersubjectivity- 
whole class participation of practicing task; (d) contingency- making adjustments based the 
learners’ outcome; (e) handover/takeover- transferring the responsibility of completing the task 
from the teacher to the student; and (f) flow- learners concentrate on the task and begin to work 
in unison (Walqui, 2006). 
 There are several different ways to assist ELL students in an ESL class or content course.  
Some scaffolding techniques that are especially helpful for ELL students: modeling, bridging, 
contextualizing, building schema, and re-presenting text (Walqui, 2006). 
 Modeling is when the teacher gives a clear example of what is required of them.  When 
introducing a new task, students do best if they are able to see what the end result should look 
like.  In addition to modeling tasks, providing examples of previous student’s work offers a 
guidelines and expectations.  Tasks and work out puts should not be the only thing that should be 
modeled for ELL students; language skills should be modeling as well (Walqui, 2006). 
 Bridging is the concept of activating ones’ prior knowledge.  By building on a students’ 
prior knowledge and understanding, they are able to learn new vocabulary and concepts.  A 
common bringing technique is to have students work together to determine what the students 
already know about a topic and then create questions about the topic that may interest them.  
When doing an exercise such as this, it is important to have the students create a personal link 
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between the student and the content.  By doing this the students will understand how this new 
content is relevant to their life (Walqui, 2006). 
 Contextualizing is the process of using manipulative, pictures, videos, or other stimuli 
that engages and allows language to be comprehensible.  ELL students often rely on 
nonlinguistic cues to supplement their limited English proficiency during daily interactions; 
however, when reading textbooks, the material is dry and may not offer enough context clues.  
By contextualizing the content through the use of mixed media or metaphors/analogies, the 
content becomes more comprehensible to the student (Walqui, 2006).  
 Schema is the manner in which students organize knowledge and understanding.  Schema 
building is the method teachers’ use when teaching new information to their students by relating 
it to material that has been previously taught.  Since building on prior knowledge is the way we 
learn, then helping ELL students make connections to new and previously taught concepts 
become invaluable (Walqui, 2006).  
 Re-representing text is when the teacher asks students to take what has been modeled or 
learned and change it into another format.  Some examples of this is having the students change 
short stories into narrative, science texts into letters, changing historical events into eyewitness 
accounts, or having them create posters from stories.  This type of language learning requires the 
students to complete tasks that are both interesting and meaningful to them.  The focus on 
assignments such as these is not always on the actual content being taught, but on 
communication and language skills (Walqui, 2006). 
 Good teaching practices are not just for native English speakers.  ELL students’ benefit 
from these practices, as well; however, they simply need more of it.  ELL students have the 
daunting task of learning content while they become more proficient in the English language.  “A 
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number of scaffolding approaches, both general and specific are especially appropriate for these 
students engaged in double duty” (Walqui, 2006, p. 169). 
                                                                   MESO Scaffolding 
                                                            Planning Through Each Lesson  
                  
Figure 6 Walqui’s Three Part Lesson Architecture (Bunch, Walqui, & Kibler, 2015, p. 14) 
Multiculturalism in the Classroom 
 “Culturally and linguistically diverse is an education term used by the U.S. Department 
of education to define students enrolled in education programs who are either non-English 
proficient (NEP) or limited-English proficient (LEP)” (Gonzalez, Pagan, Wendell, and Love, 
2011, p. xiii).  For teachers meeting the academic needs of this student population, they must 
employ culturally relevant pedagogy.  Ladson-Billings (1995) surmises that successful culturally 
relevant pedagogy is composed of: (a) students achieve academic success; (b) students keep 
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cultural competence; and (c) the development of critical consciousness, which enables them to 
challenge the social order norm.   
 Gay (2013) has defined the process of culturally responsive pedagogy “using cultural 
knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse 
students to make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for them” (p. 49-50).  A 
culturally responsive teacher will use students’ background and experiences as a way to teach 
them (Gomez & Diarrassouba, 2014).  Students come to school with knowledge from their home 
country that can be used to validate them as an intelligent person.  Additionally, this knowledge 
has been set as the foundation of future learning for these students (Gomez & Diarrassouba, 
2014).  This foundation may have students come to school thinking, talking, and acting outside 
the current social norms, but by teachers accepting these difference they move towards believing 
that all students are able to learn (Gomez & Diarrassouba, 2014).  There are more than the 
teachers’ personal beliefs when discussing culturally responsive teaching.   
 Richards, Brown, & Forde (2007) break culturally responsive teaching into three 
components: (a) institutional, (b) personal, and (c) instructional. The institutional component is 
based on the administrators’ value system.  The personal component refers to the steps a teacher 
must undertake in order to become culturally responsive.  The instructional component refers to 
the strategies, models, activities, and materials to be used for instruction.  The three of these 
components work in concert with each other during the teaching and learning process and are 
integral when making sense of effective culturally responsive teaching (Richards, Brown, & 
Forde, 2007).   
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Figure 7 Components of Culturally Responsive Teaching (adapted from Richards, Brown, & 
Forde, 2007).   
 Making the institutional component refers to the physical structure of the school as well 
as the policies found inside the school.  In order for the institutional component to become more 
culturally responsive action is required in three areas of the school.  Organization of the school is 
the first of these critical areas.  Organization of the administrative structure and the way it relates 
to diversity along with the school’s space/classroom arrangement (Richards, Brown, & Forde, 
2007).  The second area that needs to be addressed in the institutional component is the 
community involvement.  Instead of expecting families of this student population to try and 
become part of the school community, the school should find ways to make families be more 
inclusive of these families.  The Final area of this component that should be addressed is also the 
most important.  This area is concerned with the school’s policies and procedures that effect 
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instruction and services of the linguistically and culturally diverse population (Richards, Brown, 
& Forde, 2007). 
 Teachers may have their own preconceived notions as to why there is an achievement gap 
between their mainstream students and their linguistically and culturally diverse students (Gay, 
2013), and in order to become culturally responsive they must examine the personal component.  
By doing this, the teacher must be able to honestly self-reflect (Richards, Brown, & Forde).  To 
do this Gay (2013) suggests that teachers examine their own beliefs about their linguistically and 
culturally diverse student population and how they affect their instructional practices.  To do this 
Gay (2013) recommends teachers explore questions such as: 
• What do I believe are the underlying causes of achievement difficulties of various 
culturally diverse students? 
• Am I able and willing to articulate and scrutinize my beliefs about cultural diversity in 
general about particular ethnic groups? 
• Can I discern how specific beliefs about different ethnic populations are embedded in 
particular instructional decisions and behaviors? 
• Am I willing to consider making significant changes in my attitudes, beliefs, and 
behaviors, and if so, do I know how to proceed? (p. 55) 
 
These questions are necessary to explore because teachers’ values affect their relationship with 
their students.  In order to resolve any negative feelings a teacher may have towards a particular 
culture, language, or ethnic group Richards, Brown & Forde (2007) suggest several different 
activities. 
 Teachers must recognize the various groups they are associated with and understand the 
good or bad impact they may have on them by being member of a particular group.  They should 
learn about different groups in order to recognize how historical events may have molded the 
groups’ perspectives.  Teachers should become familiar with their students’ communities, which 
can be done by spending time in their students’ community.  By doing this they may appreciate 
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differences in norms, gain appreciation for diversity, and get a feel for their students’ social and 
cultural perspective (Richards, Brown, & Forde, 2007).   
 Often times the materials provided by the school are not congruent with or even minimize 
the linguistically and culturally diverse cultural experiences.  This may cause the student to feel 
like an outcast within his or her own school.  There are significant consequences for the student 
if this happens.  The student may become disconnected, underachieve, or drop out of school 
(Richard, Brown, & Forde, 2007).  A culturally responsive teacher recognizes this and will use 
the students’ culture and language during instruction.  These actions will show the student that 
they respect his/her personal and community identity (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Richards, Brown, 
& Forde, 2007).   
 The instructional component of culturally responsive teaching has a variety of activities a 
teacher can incorporate to ensure students feel comfortable in the classroom.  It is important for 
the culturally and linguistically diverse students to become acculturated into their new surrounds; 
however, it is equally important for teachers to recognize and respect the culturally differences of 
their students (Richards, Brown, & Forde, 2007).  Some students’ culture may forbid them with 
having direct eye contact with an adult, or to sit quietly throughout the duration of the class.  
These are not signs of defiance or disengagement, but rather a difference in culture.  Recognizing 
these differences gives the teacher the opportunity to meet the needs of each student in their 
classroom (Richards, Brown, & Forde, 2007). 
 When at all possible teachers should use materials that are culturally supportive of their 
students.  At times when using textbooks and other material assigned by the school cultural 
stereotypes may be found, or different cultural groups may not be represented in them at all 
(Richards, Brown, & Forde, 2007).  When this happens, teachers should use additional materials 
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that are culturally balanced, and incorporate contexts that are familiar to their students.  This will 
make validate the student and allow them to build off their prior knowledge (Gay, 2013). 
  It’s important to remember that the linguistically and culturally diverse students are 
transitioning from one culture to another and complications may arise for the student.  They are 
in the process of learning a new everyday-life culture while attempting to draw upon experiences 
from the culture of their home country.  This can bring about a cultural conflict for these students 
(Aikenhead & Jegede, 1999).  When conflicts occur between the science culture and everyday 
life culture, instruction may disrupt students’ worldview by forcing them abandon or trivialize 
their own cultural concepts.  Aikenhead and Jegede (1999) call this process assimilation.  
Attempts to assimilate students can alienate them from the content they are learning causing 
them to find ways to pass without learning the content in a meaningful way, or worse, decide not 
to continue in a discipline they may otherwise feel comfortable pursuing (Aikenhead & Jegede, 
1999).   
 In order to not alienate these students, Lee and Buxton suggest (2013) suggest educators 
incorporate an ELL student’s home culture throughout instruction.  When instructing an ELL 
class, teachers often struggle to find culturally relevant examples for all of the students in their 
class.  However, this struggle is not necessary.  Teachers can use a variety of activities to appeal 
to their diverse classroom and indirectly integrate culture into their classroom.  Johnson and 
Chang (2012) suggest: “(a) inviting students to discuss their experiences and activities; (b) 
asking learners to share their knowledge and expertise; and (c) taking field trips or using 
meaningful pictures as stimulus for discussion” (p. 20).   
 By doing this, ELL students become active participants in class, allowing them to draw 
upon culturally relevant and meaningful experiences.  As students begin to participate in class 
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the manner in which they communicate and their interactions are mirrored from their home and 
community (Lee & Buxton, 2013).  It is important for a teacher to understand how different 
students might be more or less familiar with the norms expected of them in the classroom, the 
norms of interaction that are common among the different cultures in the classroom, and how 
these norms might aid or limit a student’s participation in the classroom.  As a teacher begins to 
understand all of these classroom complexities, they will start to notice interaction patterns 
among the students.  If a teacher does not fully understand these interaction patterns, they can 
easily begin to stereotype or overgeneralize based on the students’ cultural background (Lee & 
Buxton, 2013).    
 Being aware of these differences in cultural backgrounds allows cultural responsive 
teaching to take place.  Effective culturally responsive teaching relies on a teacher who respects 
diversity, creates a classroom that is all-inclusive, and safe place where students can be 
connected with each other.  There are five critical aspects to creating a culturally responsive 
education: (a) knowledge of the student’s culture; (b) learning to observe, analyze, evaluate, and 
revise teaching styles; (c) teachers do not need to be an expert in their students’ cultures to create 
a caring, trusting, and inclusive environment; (d) model respect for diversity in the classroom; (e) 
provide students ways to hone their critical thinking skills (Johnson and Chang, 2012).  “It is 
essential to implement culturally responsive teaching so that teachers better understand the 
cultural resources students bring to the classroom and subsequently become skilled at using those 
resources to aid the teaching-learning process” (Johnson and Chang, 2012, p. 21). 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
 The central focus of this study is to develop an understanding of how urban high school 
teachers experience teaching while supporting needs of English language learners. In order to do 
this, the experiences and perceptions of monolingual and bilingual non-certified, and certified in 
ESOL will be described through a hermeneutic phenomenological research design.  
 This focus is derived from the use of “high-stakes” test to assess the progress of students 
in schools across the country (Darling-Hammond, 2006).  Schools are then required to report the 
testing results for all students, and further break down the results into student subgroups (Abedi 
& Gandara, 2006).  Through the use of a complex formula, schools need to show that each of 
these subgroups is making adequate progress.  Those that do show adequate progress are 
rewarded with additional federal funds; however, those that do not show adequate progress may 
lose federal funds or risk closure (Menken, 2010).   
Research Design and Rationale 
 Vagle (2014) defines the “primary purpose of phenomenology as a research methodology 
stemming from its philosophical roots is to study what it is like as we find-ourselves-being-in-
relation-with others...and other things” (p.20). The philosophical roots can be traced to the works 
of Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty (Creswell, 2013; Giorgi, 2009; Smith et. al, 
2009; van Manen, 1990).  Hussler is often considered to be the father of this type of research 
design (Laverty, 2003).  Creswell (2013) describes Hussler’s discipline as the study of 
individuals and their lived experiences of a specific concept.  From Hussler’s original theory of 
phenomenology, a second theory of phenomenology began to emerge from the thinking found in 
Heidegger’s hermeneutic approach (Vagle, 2014).    
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 Heidegger at one time thought to become Hussler’s successor; however, his theories on 
phenomenology began to differ from Hussler’s (Laverty, 2003).  Heidegger began to develop a 
modified theory of phenomenology known as hermeneutic or interpretive phenomenology.  
Hermeneutic phenomenology includes more than the descriptions of a phenomena, it attempts to 
look to add meaning in daily life practices (Shosha, 2012).  Van Manen (1990) describes the way 
in which hermeneutic phenomenology can be researched through a series of six research 
activities working together in concert: 
(1) turning to a phenomenon which seriously interests us and commits us to the world; 
(2) investigating experience as we live it rather than as we conceptualize it; (3) reflecting 
on the essential themes which characterize the phenomenon; (4) describing the 
phenomenon through the art writing and rewriting; (5) maintain a strong and oriented 
pedagogical relation to the phenomenon; (6) balancing the research context by 
considering parts and whole (p. 30-31). 
  
This method requires the researcher to first bracket their experiences.  The origins of bracketing 
can be found in Husserl’s work.  It is a form of phenomenological reduction (Vagel, 2014).  
Bracketing does not necessarily mean the research must forget all they know about the 
phenomena, but “involves putting aside or rendering non-influential knowledge” (Vagel, 2014, 
p. 67).  To effectively conduct this study, it is necessary for this researcher to forgo his own 
notions and conceptions of his experiences teaching ELL students in order to acutely listen to 
those involved in this study to accurately surmise their experiences.  Because of the researcher’s 
professional and educational experiences, it is important to bracket these experiences and remove 
biases from this study. 
This researcher believes that the experiences of the students have a direct correlation to 
the experience of the teacher; if the students have a positive experience, then so will the teacher.  
The goal of this research is to understand the experiences of teachers responsible for instructing 
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ELL students.  Having taught ELL students for several years, the researcher believes his 
experiences will be both an asset and a hindrance to the study.   Having these experiences may 
be seen as bias; however, these experiences are what lead the researcher to the study and offer 
key insights to the participants involved in the study and how to interpret the data. 
Site and Population 
Population Description 
 This study focuses on the experiences of high school teachers who serve the academic 
needs of ELL students in an urban environment.  In order to get a well-rounded understanding of 
the experiences of these teachers, the researcher chose to select participants through purposeful 
sampling.  This sampling method is used to specifically select individuals or sites in order to 
study a specific phenomenon (Cresswell, 2014).  “The standard used in choosing participants and 
sites is whether they are information rich” (as cited in Cresswell, 2014, p. 206).  The selected 
participants in this will be selected based on three different standards and categorized into 
groups:  (a) to qualify for the first group, participants must be certified monolingual content high 
school teachers servicing students enrolled into the English language program; (b) the second 
group will consist of certified bilingual content high school teachers servicing ELL students; and 
(c) the third group will consist of either bilingual or monolingual high school teachers whom are 
certified in English as a second language and service students enrolled in the English language 
program.  Each of these categories will require a minimum of two teachers to meet the category 
requirements to be considered complete.  
Site Description 
 This is a backyard study that takes place in a large urban school district located in the 
northeast part of the United States.  Throughout the school district, there are 142,266 students 
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and 8,483 teachers.  The student body consists of 0.19 % American Indian/ Alaskan Native, 8.10 
% Asian, 51.84 % Black/African American, 19.41 % Hispanic/Latino, 6.24 % Multi 
Racial/Other, 0.03 % Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and 14.18 % White.  Based on the 
district’s demographics, 9.64 % are categorized as English language learners (SDP, 2015).  
 Within this school district resides a high school, which will be accessed to conduct this 
study.  The 2013-2014 School Performance Profile indicates that this high school had 689 
students enrolled in grades 9-12.  The enrollment by gender of these students is 38.61 % female 
and 61.39% male.  The ethnicity of this school is American Indian/Alaskan Native 0.14 %, Asian 
47.75 %, 26.71% African American, 14.95 % Hispanic, multi-racial 1.31 %, and 9.14% white.  
Of these students, 46.44 % are ELL students, 12.92 % are special education students and 100 % 
are economically disadvantaged.  In addition to these statistics, 99.34 % of the students are 
taught by teachers considered to be highly qualified (SPP, n.d.). 
Site Access 
 In order to get site access, the district’s administrative offices were called.  A senior 
research associate in the administrative offices suggested contacting the principal of the school in 
which the research would take place before beginning the official process.  This would ensure 
that the administrator of the building would advocate the research when needed.  Once an 
advocate has been established, a research proposal must be submitted to the research review 
committee.  Two hard copies of the proposal will need to be delivered to the district’s Office of 
Research and Evaluation along with one electronic copy.  Submission of the proposal template 
includes three parts: the application to conduct research cover page, the proposal section, and the 
support documents section (SDP, 2014).   
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 The application to conduct research cover page is a one-page downloadable document 
that requires basic information about the researcher and research to be conducted.  The proposal 
section includes: (a) Project title; (b) Researcher(s)/Primary Investigator(s); (c) 
Background/Study rationale; (d) Research question(s); (e) Benefit of study to participants and to 
the district; (f) Burden on study participants and on the district; (g) Methodology of the study; (h) 
Documentation of compliance with federal regulations (if applicable); (i) A plan for 
dissemination of the findings (j) A complete reference list.  The supporting document section 
includes: (a) Copies of consent and assent forms; (b) Protocols for the study; (c) Copies of 
instruments to be used for the study; (d) Copies of clearances which include FBI, PA Child 
Abuse, and PA Criminal Background Check; (e) A copy of the research proposal data form; and 
(f) A letter of support from the building administrator.  Once these sections have been completed 
and sent to the Office of Research and Evaluation, the Research Review Committee will review 
them (SDP. 2014).  However, upon basic review of the documentation it was determined that the 
formal review process would not be needed because no school materials, proprietary 
information, or student interactions are need to conduct this study.  It was mandated to gain 
approval from the site administrator.  
Research Methods 
Description of Methods 
 “Phenomenologists are interested in our lived experience; such a focus requires us to go 
directly to the ‘things themselves’ to turn toward the phenomena” (as cited in Merriam, 2009, p. 
25).  Because it is necessary to go directly to the source when conducting phenomenological 
research, Vagle (2014) suggests using interviews, as they offer a vehicle to learn about the 
phenomena.  While there are many different interview structures, the type of interviews that will 
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be conducted during this research will be the semi-structured interview.  This type of interview is 
largely guided by a list of questions to be explored, but does not require specific wording or 
order of the questions, and allows for a degree of flexibility (Merriam, 2009).   
 Upon gaining site access, potential participants will have a flier containing information 
about the nature of the research and time burden will be placed in their school mailbox, and one 
will be posted in the teachers’ lounge.  As stated earlier, there will be three categories of 
participants: (a) monolingual content area teachers servicing ELL students; (b) bilingual content 
area teachers servicing ELL students; and (c) ESL certified teachers servicing ELL students.  Up 
to eight teachers will be selected for this study, and each category must have minimum of two 
participants.  The interview process will be a two-round semi-structured interview process, 
which will be digitally recorded.  Each of the qualifying participants will undergo their first 
round of interviews.  After the interview have been completed, the interview will be transcribed 
and undergo two rounds of coding.  The first round of coding will be Nvivo coding and the 
second round of coding will be focus coding.  The purpose of this is to develop themes within 
the research.  Using the newly constructed themes, the second round of interview will 
commence.  
Data Analysis 
 Prior to data analysis, the digitally recorded interviews will be transcribed.  They will 
then be reviewed several times to check for accuracy (Cresswell, 2013).  Once the transcripts 
have been deemed accurate, the data analysis can begin.  According to Creswell (2013), there are 
specific structured ways to conduct an analysis of phenomenological research.  The method that 
will be used for this research is Moustakas’s (1994) modified Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method 
(Cresswell, 2013).  The first step in this process is for the research to describe their personal 
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experiences with the phenomena.  This is done to help the research to bracket or “put aside” their 
personal experiences (Cresswell, 2013).   
 Once that has been done, the coding process can begin.  “A code in qualitative inquiry is 
most often a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-
capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (Saldana, 
2013, p. 3).  The coding process is a two-cycle process (Saldana, 2013).  This first cycle 
coincides with Moustakas’s Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen (SCK) modified method, which is to read 
through the transcripts and create a list of significant statements (Cresswell, 2013).  This will be 
done through the Nvivo coding method, which is verbatim or literal coding (Saldana, 2013).  The 
use of the participants’ exact words will be used to describe their experiences. 
  According to the modified SCK method, the next step in the process is to create meaning 
units or themes (Cresswell, 2013).  This will be done during the second cycle of coding through 
the use of focus coding, which is a method of coding that requires the researcher to develop 
major themes and categories from the data (Saldana, 2013).  These themes will then be used to 
create “textural descriptions of the experience”, which will then in turn be used to create a 
structural description of how the experience happened (Cresswell, 2013, p. 193).  To finally 
capture the complete essence of the phenomenon, a composite that includes the textural and 
structural descriptions will be created (Cresswell, 2013). 
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Figure 4 Graphical representation of the phenomenological analysis (Cresswell, 2013) 
 
 
 
 
 
Stage 1
• Bracketing
• Personal experiences with the phenomenon are described
• Personal experience are set aside to focus on participants
Stage 2
• Horizontalization
• Identification of significant statements
• Provide an undertanding of how the participants experienced the phenomena 
Stage 3
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Stages of Data Collection 
Table 3.1 
Proposed Research Timeline 
Activity Proposed Date  
Submit Proposal July 2016 
Doctoral Committee Review and Approval August 2016 
IRB Certification from Drexel University February 2017 
Recruiting and Selection of Participants February 2017 
Conduct Interviews March-May 2017 
Transcription of Interviews May 2017 
Coding of Data May-June 2017 
Data Analysis July 2017 
Report Findings August 2017 
Revisions and Editing September 2017 
Dissertation Defense September 2017 
 
Ethical Considerations 
“In qualitative research, ethical dilemmas are likely to emerge with regard to the 
collection of data and in the dissemination of findings” (Merriam, 2002, p. 29).  Since this 
research calls for acquiring extensive personal accounts of the interviewees, it is necessary for 
the research to take precautions and protect the participants while fully understanding their 
experiences.  Preceding the first round of interviews, each interviewee will be notified that their 
participation is completely voluntary, and confidentiality is a top priority.  In order to ensure 
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When not in use all field notes, transcripts and digital recordings will be kept under locked 
conditions at all times.  In addition to this, the device used for digital recordings will have its 
Internet accessibility turned off and all electronic files will have separate password protection.   
 The researcher will seek approval by Drexel’s IRB, and the researcher will follow these 
guidelines throughout the entirety of the study.  It is important to note that while the researcher is 
a coworker of the participants in this study, he does not have any authoritative or influential 
power over the participants.  Finally, one last point of information, all participants will be given 
a $50 visa gift card for their time. 
Summary 
 Chapter 3 consists of the research design and rationale, site and population, research 
methods, and ethical considerations for the design of this phenomenological study on high school 
teachers’ perceptions of English language learners.  As the review of Chapter 2 describes, there 
are many considerations and methods that come into play when teaching English language 
learners.  These considerations consist of the selection of an instructional model for the English 
language learner, understanding of second language acquisition, and culturally responsive 
pedagogy.  These components have implications on how the students will react to the instructor.  
These reactions, behaviors, and interactions between the student and teacher are what will be 
explored through the eyes of the teachers.  Qualitative methods will be used to collect data on the 
research question: What characterizes the experiences of teachers who instruct students in an 
English Language program in an urban high school? 
 Vagle’s (2014) logic is the reason for this data selection.  He suggests that the best way to 
determine the lived experiences of a phenomena, in this case the teachers’ experiences, is to go 
directly to the source by conducting interviews.  Interviewees selected will be done so through 
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the use of purposeful sampling to ensure they have experienced the phenomena this study is 
based upon. 
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results and Interpretations 
Introduction 
 This chapter explores the researcher’s findings revealed by analyzing qualitative data 
collected during the multi-interview process conducting with the participants.  Nine faculty 
members, of an urban high school, who service the needs of English language learners 
participated in this study.  To fully understand the experiences of servicing the needs of English 
language learners a minimum of two participants were selected from specific categories.  These 
categories include non-ESOL certified monolingual content teachers, non-ESOL certified 
multilingual content teachers, and monolingual or multilingual certified ESOL teachers.   
Table 4.1  
Participants’ Demographic Information 
 
Name Native  Citizen 
Language 
Skills 
Years 
Experience 
Primary 
Certification 
ESOL 
Certified 
Sheltered 
Instruction Subject 
Tim Yes Multilingual 4 Mathematics No No Algebra 
Drew Yes Monolingual 8 History No Yes World History 
Amanda Yes Multilingual 7 English No No Reading 
Richard Yes Monolingual 20 History No Yes U.S. History 
Mary Yes Monolingual 25 Mathematics No Yes Statistics 
Courtney Yes Monolingual 10 English Yes Yes English 
Allison No Multilingual 8 English Yes Yes English 
Steven No Multilingual 15 Mathematics No Yes Algebra 
 
Findings 
 The findings are based on the data analysis process described in Chapter 3.  It is through 
the detailed narrative of each participant that the research’s experiences and insights interact with 
each story generating a set of codes.  These codes represent the researcher’s assigning a word to 
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capture the essence of the meaning that a participant was expressing related to the overall 
phenomenon they were experiencing (Saldana, 2016).  Five codes emerged from analysis of the 
interviews: responsiveness, frustration, strategies, patience, and connections.  The code 
responsiveness refers to actions taken by or the feelings of the participants when dealing with 
their students directly, or interacting with other faculty members regarding the students they have 
in common.  Frustration includes any feelings of anxiety, uncertainty, or difficulties the 
participants had or feel while interacting and servicing their ELL students.  Strategies is the code 
used when the participants discuss what they use and have learned to use when teaching their 
ELL population.  Patience is the code used when the participant expresses the need to slow 
down, take their time, or to be understanding.  Finally, connections is the code that describes 
when the participants are learning and interacting with their students. 
 The five codes have been analyzed from each participant’s point of view.  The results 
lead to the creation of a narrative for each participant using some exact quotes from their 
interviews.  Through these narratives, the researcher was able to gain great insight into the 
experiences of these teachers while servicing the needs of their English language learners.  These 
experiences that will be shared become the basis for the recommendations to follow in Chapter 5.  
Table 4.2 
Tim’s Thoughts and Feelings Related to the Codes. 
 
Codes Significant Statements 
Strategies “… if a kid does know Spanish, and he is having a hard 
time understanding mathematics I can explain it to him or 
her in Spanish” 
“…the way I help a kid that is not a Spanish speaker is to 
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partner them up with somebody else who speaks the 
same language, but has a better grasp of the English 
language” 
“… but when I give them a word problem …the red flag 
goes up this kid is struggling with English.” 
Responsiveness “…. I have never been in a situation where I have to go 
from knowing Chinese to English… looking at the 
differences that they don't have the same alphabet.  There 
are lot of differences it seems there would be a much 
more difficult transition.” 
“…as a regular math teacher… I don’t spend a lot of time 
helping them understand English in a problem. 
Connections “I was just intrigued with their background… I looked 
into it and it was interesting… I think it helps me relate to 
them better.” 
“They see that I respect them and that I know about their 
culture.” 
“…I am interested in his culture so I asked him… his 
face lit up…” 
Patience “If none of that works I will talk to somebody in 
rostering and see if there is a better fit for the kid.” 
Frustration “… trial and error and see what results come with it.  At 
times it can be frustrating…” 
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“In a sheltered class you can take the time to address 
those needs, but as an Algebra instructor I have a certain 
curriculum to cover and it’s hard…” 
“…are we going to make these kids ignorant of 
mathematics because English is in the way.” 
  
 Tim’s narrative.  Tim has been teaching for four years.  For the first two years of his 
teaching career, he has taught at a charter school.  The remaining two years have been spent in 
this district, and at this particular school.  Tim has been certified through the district as a 
bilingual teacher that is fluent in Spanish and holds a 7-12 mathematics certification. He teaches 
Algebra I to ninth grade students, and the make-up of these classes is one a heterogeneous 
mixture of regular education students, special education students, and English language learners.   
 The interview began with discussing why he decided to become a teacher.  Tim explained 
“It’s hard to pin point.  It was something while going to college.  I wanted to try. It just seemed 
like fun.”  Tim further explained that he liked the culture that surrounds education and he wanted 
to be a part of it.  The biggest draw to teaching was his passion for learning, and “… wanted to 
give that passion to learn to my students.” 
 When asked about learning a second language, Tim referred back to his passion for 
learning.  In college, Tim took a Spanish class and enjoyed it.  He then followed up with several 
more, and decided to pursue the language until he became fluent.  This discussion on how he 
became bilingual lead to discussing his knowledge on language acquisition and how he came to 
teach English language learns.  Tim explained that for the most part he has no control over the 
students that are in his classroom, and he has no explicit training or knowledge in language 
acquisition.  However, Tim believes that understanding the process of language acquisition 
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would be extremely useful.  He states “Because at this point I just assume certain things about 
acquiring a second language.  I think about how did I learn a second language and kind of 
extrapolate that and say well maybe the way I learned is the way that will work for others.”  
During the interview he even expressed that he was in the process of applying to a school to add 
an ESOL certification.   
 He was doing this because he admittedly had experienced challenges with some of the 
lower level English language learners, which is one of the four major themes uncovered 
throughout the coding process.  When discussing with Tim how he handles a student that is 
overwhelmed simultaneously learning a new language and mathematics.  He began to explain 
that he really doesn't have these problems because his English language learner students are at a 
level high enough that they can complete the work in his class.  After a pause explained “The 
ones that seemed like they were [overwhelmed] earlier in the year were transferred to another 
class where they can be in a sheltered environment.”  Tim didn't have a problem doing this.  He 
believes that this is in the best interest for everyone involved.  Tim stated: 
 I have a curriculum to get through.  I need to make sure all of my students understand the   
material because they are going to take the state test.  It’s just best for everyone if they 
are moved.  The kids that stay [in the class] get to go through the curriculum, and the 
students that move are getting what they need. 
 
 As a mathematics teacher who teaches Algebra I, Tim believes it is his responsibility to 
ensure his students benchmark scores improve throughout the year, and that they have the 
knowledge to pass the state exam which is given at the end of the year.  If an English language 
learner is not so overwhelmed that they need to transfer, Tim has little options to help them in his 
class.  The only method Tim subscribes to is the pairing of students.  Tim stated “I partner them 
up.  I think it works…. benchmark results seem to be improving… I don’t spend much of my 
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time as a regular math teacher working with kids one on one helping them understand the 
English in a problem, I kind of leave that up to their partner…”   
Tim continued to note that he does offer instruction to Spanish speaking students in their 
native language.  Tim is happy to speak Spanish to the students that need instruction in their 
native language he believes that “… teaching math where the students’ first language is 
Spanish… Anything a student doesn't understand in English I could just explain in Spanish.”  In 
doing so, he says “… it creates a connection with the students.  I think they feel that I understand 
them.”  Tim recalled other experiences when speaking the student’s first language helped forge a 
relationship.   
Tim teaches a summer program to incoming freshman students.  He noticed that one 
student, who recently arrived from Honduras, was not paying attention.  As Tim rounded the 
classroom he could see that this student was drawing writing in Spanish about street gangs from 
Honduras and drawing their signs.  Tim surprised the student by initiating a conversation in 
Spanish.  He told the the student “I’m not judging you” and explained that this is most likely 
they the student had to survive before immigrating to the United States.  Tim goes on to explain 
“Now that you are in this country you have to think differently”.  He does this in a respectful 
tone, understanding of what the student’s life was like where he came from, and slowly forms a 
personal relationship with the student.  When I asked if he believes this strategy works, Tim 
believes it does.  He feels that the students, especially the ones from Central and South America 
have had a difficult life, but just a small gesture of speaking their language is enough to start a 
relationship.  Tim says “I’m safe, I’m someone they can talk to… someone that understands 
what they are saying.” 
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Building relationships with students is another of the five major themes for this 
investigation, and for Tim, speaking their native language is not the only way to forge a 
relationship.  He attempts to build them with all of his students, but feels it is most important to 
do it with the English language learners.  Tim enjoys learning about the culture of the various 
students in his classroom, and will often read about the students’ culture before engaging in a 
conversation with them.  He doesn't “… want to come across completely ignorant or foolish 
about their culture”, and doesn't “… want to any of my assumptions to be so far off base and 
have an uncomfortable situation with them.”    
Tim described these conversations as a way to give the students validation.  He feels: 
They see that I respect them and that I know about their culture and that is huge.  I can 
coversate with them about things.  I think that makes them feel respected, and that is a 
huge thing in education.  You can see the difference, the kids that feel respected show the 
respect back.  And not only do they do that, they take the class much more seriously. 
 
Tim then went on to describe one of the most memorable connection he made this year with a 
non-Spanish speaking English language learner.  He has a lot of Cambodian students, but never 
knew much about the culture.  Being intrigued with their background he often questioned how 
did so many Cambodians end up in the neighborhood.  Tim started to do some research.  He 
explains “… I looked into that and it’s interesting.” 
 After school one day while Tim was staying late, a new student from Cambodia came 
into his room.  The two stuck up a conversation.  During the conversation, Tim began to describe 
a place in Cambodia.  It was “… sort of this old ruin and kind of overgrown.”  He then brought 
up a picture of the site he was describing.  The student couldn't believe.  Tim said, “His face lit 
up and he said I live ten minutes from there.”  He couldn't believe the two are half-way around 
the world, and the student used to live near a place that was found on the internet.  Tim described 
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it as “It felt good… It made me smile.  These little connections bring us all together no matter 
where we come from.” 
  Table 4.3  
Drew’s Thoughts and Feelings Related to the Codes. 
 
Codes Significant Statements 
Strategies “… I do everything within my power to make sure that 
they understand in their own language.  Whether using 
translators, even just Google translate on the computer or 
phone, or asking another student who speaks the same 
language …” 
“You have to use lots of visuals.  With anything.  If you 
are introducing a new topic…” 
“… with early vocabulary activities [I] have them 
translate those key vocabulary words into their original 
language.” 
“… make that bridge and make that connection between 
their first language and English…” 
Responsiveness  “they’re coming to a big high school and very few if any 
people speak the same language as them.  So usually, I 
give a little bit of a buffer…” 
“t first it bothers you, but then you realize that they have 
the strength to overcome so much…” 
Connections  “… be friendly and warm.” 
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“…any teacher would want to make a connection with 
their student, but of course knowing that you are helping 
make new a new student, one that may feel intimidated, 
shy, or out of place feel comfortable simply by 
acknowledging their culture is a great feeling.” 
“I let them know that this is a safe place for them.” 
Patience “… you have to have patients.  It’s really important.” 
“As a person who is teaching them, I need to make sure 
that I am patient with my student, and provide them with 
the tools they need…” 
Frustration “… there are different challenges depending on what the 
home language is.” 
“I don't really plan for this because I don't know what 
issues will come up during any particular lesson.  It can 
be frustrating at times…” 
“… you are trying and the student is trying to understand 
and you can’t quite get through, even with dictionaries or 
translators.  Sometimes it can be very frustrating.” 
  
  Drew’s Narrative.  Drew has been teaching for eight years in the district and is certified 
in social studies grades 7-12.  He chose to become a teacher because he is passionate about the 
content and enjoys spending time with young people.  Drew is monolingual and teaches 
sheltered history/citizenship classes.  The English language learners’ ability level he teaches 
range from level one to level five.  The classes consisting of level one English language learners 
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have a fairly homogeneous composition; however, as his students’ English abilities increase, the 
courses become more of a heterogeneous mixture of level three through level five students. 
 Drew then began to explain how he came to teach English language learners.  In this 
school district, teachers will sometimes move from school to school by going through a process 
called site selection.  Drew went through this process finding his way to his current school.  
When he accepted the position at the school he was told that he would be teaching sheltered 
history courses.  Drew goes on to explain “… before teaching here I had no experience or 
training in teaching ELL students.”  There were a few professional development opportunities in 
throughout his first year, but over the summer he elected to a week long course in Sheltered 
Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) which the school district offered.   
 Most of Drew’s training in teaching English language learners was something he pursued 
on his own.  The need to seek out additional training appeared to be a priority when discussing 
Drew’s experiences.  He believes “… understanding differences between first languages, and 
acquiring English is helpful because of sounds, certain speakers struggle to pronounce… without 
being instructed on these things there might be some confusion, and I am better able to help the 
students.”  He is well aware that there is so much to learn, but has a strong foundation.  He 
expressed interest in continuing to learn more about this, but due to current life circumstances, he 
is not able to do so. 
 At the start of each year Drew stress to his students that his class is a safe place for them.  
All of his students are English language learners and he stresses that point to them.  He explains 
how they are all learning English and it’s ok to not understand something or make mistakes.  
This is accomplished by having personal conversations with the students early in the year.  He 
says “The students seem to enjoy talking about their home, and I get to learn from my students.  
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It builds a connection and makes the students feel comfortable.  It reinforces that my class is a 
safe place.”   
 
  When it comes to planning, Drew, for the most part follows the school district’s 
curriculum guidelines.  He feels it is necessary to have flexibility when teaching ELL’s.  This 
flexibility allows him to incorporate materials into the lessons making them relatable and 
meaningful to the students.  One example is when the class reads Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle.  
The story is about a Lithuanian family that immigrates to Chicago and the struggles of that 
ensue.  While Drew does not have any students from Lithuania, he says “… my students like 
this. They were getting into the story and were able to share with me…”  The students will 
openly share with the class how upon arrival, their family didn't speak the language and the 
struggles they had to overcome when finding a job.  It’s selecting readings like this that help 
build relationships between himself and the students.  Additionally, Drew believes incorporating 
these readings his students maintain interest in his content. 
 Drew admits that planning for the English language learners who are between level three 
and five is much easier for him to do when comparing it to his level one classes.  Drew finds that 
“With the level ones, they can really be all over the map.  The level one may not be able to read 
their own language to fairly proficient, but not ready to move up to level two.”  For this reason, 
Drew says “you have to be patient.  It’s really important.” 
 In his level one classes, Drew believes “… at this level their primary objective is to learn 
English.  Learning English is the priority.”  Most of his activities center around learning both 
English and world history.  The lessons are designed to learn about new places and cultures 
while building their English language skills.  The English skills that they learn will be repeated 
in an attempt to master them.  Drew likes to build his students English vocabulary.  He has a few 
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methods of doing this.  One of the things he does to accomplish this is through the use of visual 
aids.  He couldn't stress enough the importance of them.  He also has the students create word to 
word dictionaries for words that are important to the lesson.   
 In addition to visual aids and student created dictionaries, Drew makes sure he creates 
opportunities his students to work together.  He says “… letting students sort of communicate 
together and work together in some cases can be very beneficial because they can push one 
another and help on another.”  This group work is especially effective when the student grouping 
has a variety of languages.  “They’re forced to communicate in English and that helps their 
English skills.”  He also believes there is value in creating groups of students who speak the 
same language.  In these groups he finds the students will clarify words and concepts to each 
other in their native language. Given a choice, when creating groups for his level one students, 
Drew has a strong preference multilingual groups because the goal in these classes the priority is 
for the students to learn and practice their English skills. 
 Drew enjoys teaching this student population and learning about their different cultures; 
however, it does not come without some challenges.  He explains how it can be a very difficult 
situation when you are trying your hardest and the student is trying their hardest to understand, 
but they just can’t get it.  No matter how difficult or frustrating this can be Drew says it is 
important to “stay calm… or voice your frustration at the students…”  Another challenge Drew 
regularly deals with is communicating with the parents of these students.  Many times these 
parents don’t speak English.  Drew described the way he handles this situation.  When he makes 
the call to home “if they answer in a language other than English, I know how the conversation is 
going to go.”  When this happens he turns to the bilingual counselors for assistance.   
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 During the interview Drew made it clear that while there are challenges he must 
overcome he is not sure if he would ever want to go back to teaching a regular class.  Throughout 
his experiences teaching these students Drew has learned so much.  Learning about the various 
cultures of the students he teaches is in part he became a history teacher.  It falls right in line 
with the content he teaches. 
  Table 4.4 
Amanda’s Thoughts and Feelings Related to the Codes. 
 
Codes Significant Statements 
Strategies “Lots of times I let them use their phones to translate 
words…” 
“So I mean I think it’s the job of the teacher to find a fun 
way and an engaging way to take the language that they 
know and try to find engaging ways of transferring those 
words and those statements over into English or even 
drawing an illustration…” 
“It's a building technique.  They are like building blocks.  
I present this information visually, roleplaying, or 
modeling.” 
Responsiveness  “I don't like people leaving my classroom feeling like 
what was she talking about.” 
“We have lots of different cultures and languages here, 
when it comes to being respectful to one another I am a 
huge advocate.” 
	 	 	
 
 
	 	 	
61	
Connections  “…[students] have taught me how to say somethings in 
Chinese, and somethings in Cambodian.” 
“I have a lot of Asian Students, I have a lot of Latino 
Students, I have my English speaking students, I have 
students who are from the Middle East who are Muslim, 
Pakistani, Syrian.  I can’t even think of how many, there 
are so many.  It’s a very refreshing environment… We 
learn so much from each other.” 
Patience “… to attempt to teach English to a population that 
speaks no English at all… Some teachers are 
extraordinarily good with being patient at that.  I guess 
you have to be.” 
Frustration “I feel bad when I don't know the language.  It is 
frustrating for a teacher.” 
“I don't have a background in ESOL.  I don't have a 
background in ELL at all.” 
“… we have compared and contrasted words in the 
English language and sometimes they don't cross over.  
They don't translate the same.” 
  
 Amanda’s Narrative.  Teaching is a second career for her.  Prior to teaching high 
school, Amanda worked at a company that offered job training for unemployed adults.  She was 
dealing with people that had so many problems and was helping them.  Amanda felt that she had 
	 	 	
 
 
	 	 	
62	
so much to offer, and looked for the most vulnerable environment to work in, to help.  So she 
decided to become a teacher in an urban high school. 
 Amanda has been teaching for seven years in the district, and is certified in English, 
grades 7-12.  She is bilingual in English and Spanish.  She teaches four classes of reading 
improvement, and one ninth grade seminar class.  She feels fortunate to have English language 
learners in all of her classes, but implied was lucky because all of them are “at a level where they 
can communicate and comprehend certain concepts, academic concepts as well as classroom 
management and social interactions.”    
 The reason for this is, Amanda has minimal knowledge of second language acquisition, 
and teaching English language learners.  The only training Amanda received in teaching English 
language learners was done three years ago, prior to teaching at this school.  The class she took 
was something she pursued on her own, and was a week long course on how to teach sheltered 
instruction.  The course taught her “… techniques and strategies a teacher might use to help, 
because someone is struggling with a language barrier.”  I asked her thoughts about comparing 
the information she learned during the class, and the way she learned a second language.  
Amanda was quick to answer that she learned both languages at a young age.  She believes “to 
be truly bilingual you have to learn English and Spanish at the same time…” and that is what her 
parents did for her.  She acknowledges that her students don't have an opportunity to do this; 
which creates language barrier challenges for them.  Even to those, who appear to be nearly 
fluent in English. 
 Amanda feels that as a reading teacher that “…growth of vocabulary is so critical to 
learning English…”  She regularly plans to build ELL’s vocabulary, and breakthrough the 
previously mentioned barriers by: 
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I like present visuals for my students.  I think those visuals really help grasp what those 
words mean.  So it is a lot of visualization.  We do a lot of modeling.  We use graphic 
organizers like crazy.  We also use anchor charts, so the information is there for them.  
They don’t have to try to beat their heads against the wall to remember what I tried to 
teach them because I have the anchor charts up.   
 
These are all strategies she learned during the professional development course she had 
previously taken.  In addition to this, she allows students to use use their phones to translate 
words.  She then has the students compare and contrast some of the words in their language to 
some of the words in English.  Amanda mentioned a challenge in doing this is “… sometimes 
they [the words] don't cross over.  They don't translate the same.” 
 Amanda says that a situation such as this can be challenging because she encourages 
students to use their first language when trying to learn new words and concepts in her class.  
When there is no direct translation, it presents problems for her.  When dealing with her Spanish 
speaking students, she can easily explain in Spanish.  If the concept or word is not something 
that she can explain through the use of visuals, she struggles.   
 To get a concept through to these students, Amanda will often have the students role 
play, or she will act out the concept to the best of her ability.  When she does this, sometimes the 
students laugh and they all have a goodtime.  To her, doing things like this helps build a 
relationship between her and the students.  She gets to act a little “goofy” in with the kids, and 
they see her as someone who is really trying to help them even if it takes making a “fool of 
herself at times”.  By doing this, she says the students seem to respect her, and it makes her more 
approachable.   
 Building relationships with all of her students is very important to her, but she believes it 
is most important for her English language learners.  When asked how else she builds 
relationships with her students one of the first things she mentioned was having the ability to 
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speak Spanish.  The Spanish speaking students feel comfortable coming to her.  They talk to her 
about more than just academics.  They feel they can come to talk about personal issues.  She also 
creates a safe classroom environment making all of the students feel comfortable when they enter 
her room.  She does this early by creating groups.  Each group is diverse in its make-up.   
 Amanda believes that creating these groups is a great way to expose everyone to the 
diverse population that makes up the school.  She says: 
I have a lot of Asian students, I have a lot of Latino students, I have my English speaking 
students, I have students who are from the Middle East who are Muslim, Pakistani, 
Syrian, I can’t even think of how many there are so many.  It is a very refreshing 
environment that I have in my classroom because everybody knows they have to respect 
everyone else. 
 
By doing this she and her students learn so much about each other.  They learn so much about 
other.  Both Amanda and her students have fun when they learn from each other, and likes the 
exposure this gives to all of her students. 
 Introducing her students to each other’s cult is important to her, but it does not stop at 
having a diverse class.  She ensures all of her students feel comfortable, and have opportunities 
to be more intimately involved with her class by selecting readings and creating assignments that 
are in line with the diversity of her classroom.  She wants her students to have an opportunity to 
relate to the concepts she is teaching, and give them a chance to incorporate their personal 
experiences.  To do this, she finds authors from around the world that write about similar 
experiences to what her students have gone through.  This is important to her because if a student 
does not fully grasp the concept in English when it is initially taught to them, the concept may be 
something they have experienced and can relate to it in a nonverbal way. 
  Table 4.5 
Richard’s Thoughts and Feelings Related to the Codes. 
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Codes Significant Statements 
Strategies “The other tool, I would put an image up on the board.” 
“Now sometimes I have to adapt, and adjust the work…” 
“So one teacher… suggested the classification exercise.  
Ever since she said that I have noted that helps the kids.” 
Responsiveness “These are the students I teach.  It was an opportunity to 
learn how to help them.” 
“You can see there are some kids that are really trying.  
You can tell they’re slowly picking it up, but it is a 
struggle.” 
Connections  “… connect with them, with reminders from their home 
country.” 
“… it is very difficult because the jokes you may say will 
go over their head.  Some of the figures from television 
or movies and the music will go over their head.  So you 
try to connect with them on a personal level to cross that 
bridge and hopefully meet them where they can then 
connect with you.” 
Patience “It just takes patients.  You have to be patient with 
them.” 
“… it takes time.  You have to give them time…” 
Frustration “That was difficult.  In 2001, I was given an ESOL class.  
I… I went right to the roster chair, and said this wasn't 
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for me.  I’m having a lot of trouble.” 
“… a mind game.  What I am teaching.  What I am 
saying are they understanding?  Is it too hard?  Is it too 
easy?  It's a mind game that I think is the hardest.” 
  
 Richard’s Narrative.  Richard began teaching twenty years ago.  He first started 
teaching, in the Catholic School Systems, without a degree or certification in education.  His 
father was a teacher, and so were many of the people he looked up to as he was growing up.  He 
“saw the positives of teaching.  The relationships that formed.  The summers off.  The holidays, 
and pension plan.”  After reflecting upon this, Richard decided to go back to school, pursue a 
master’s degree in education, and become a certified history teacher.” 
 Richard’s only language is English and currently teaches sheltered history classes.  He 
truly loves his job, and the students he teaches; however, in the beginning things were not easy 
for him.  He first started teaching English language learners in the 1990s as a Catholic school 
teacher.  He had no training in teaching English language learners, and there weren’t many of 
them his classes.  The ones that were classified as ELLs were often bilingual, and proficient in 
English..  He recalled his first difficult encounter with a student that spoke nearly no English.  
The student was from Ethiopia.  Richard could see by the look on the student’s face that he didn't 
understand much, but what was frustrating to Richard was he didn't have the means to help the 
student. 
 Soon after this Richard left the school, became a certified teacher, and began working for 
his current school and school district.  In 2001, still with no training in teaching English language 
learners, he was asked to teach a sheltered social studies class.  He recalled his previous 
experiences, and was hesitantly agreeable to teaching the class.  Shortly after accepting the class, 
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he went to the roster chair and said “… this isn’t for me.  I’m having trouble.”  He didn't know 
how to prepare.  Richard said “I think I just learned as I went along.”   
 Richard was asked how it felt to go to the roster chair in order to no longer teach 
sheltered classes.  He described it as “no big deal.  If felt it that it was something I couldn't do.  It 
was just difficult.”  The roster chair asked him to “stick it out for the year”, and he did.  The next 
year he added a second sheltered social studies class.  Now Richard entire class load is composed 
of sheltered instruction, and he couldn't be happier. 
 While Richard enjoys teaching ELLs, he still struggles at times.  When asked to describe 
what it’s like to have a full roster of sheltered instruction he described “For me there’s an 
obstacle.  It’s a mind game.  What I am teaching.  What I am saying, are they understanding?  Is 
it too hard?  Is it too easy?”  It’s been five years see he moved towards teaching solely sheltered 
classes, and the mind game is still the same.  This is the internal battle he has in his head.  These 
struggles are almost a daily occurrence for him, but he has been trying and learning how to deal 
with it. 
 Richard has sought guidance from some of the ESOL instructors in the school, other 
teachers that have sheltered classes, and through professional development.  One of the most 
helpful pieces of advice he received from a teacher was to using classification exercises.  This 
type of activity really seems to help his students.  He also has the students develop dictionaries or 
glossaries.  In doing so, the students are able to write these in both English and their native 
language. 
 Richard feels that allowing students to use their first language is very helpful.  In his 
classroom, he has a battery of word to word dictionaries in a variety of languages.  He will allow 
his students to use computers/phones to help translate words that may be unfamiliar to the 
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students, and often has them to work in groups.  He feels that allowing the students work in 
groups “… gives them a chance to help each other.  They can talk and explain things in their 
language to each other if they don't understand something.”   
 Another was through QTEL (Quality Teaching for English Learners) a week long 
professional development offered by the district.  The basis of this professional development was 
to use scaffolding which he described as “Start small, and as the weeks turn into months get 
bigger and more challenging with activities.  This gives the students the tools they need to be 
successful.” 
 Richard describes his role as a sheltered social studies teacher: 
As a social studies teacher I must teach the content.  But now that we have an influx of 
ESOL students, and I am teaching sheltered classes I see myself teaching both social 
studies and English.  I teach English vocabulary, I teach English grammar, I teach 
comprehension of short readings and passages. 
 
To accomplish all of this Richard meticulously plans for each lesson.  Five or six years ago, he 
would spend anywhere from two to three hours each night, and an additional ten hours on the 
weekends planning.  Now that he has become much more proficient, and amassed several 
assignments/activities that work well for his his student population, his planning time has been 
cut to approximately eight hours per week. 
 Richard still encounters situations where the students don't understand or don't “get the 
assignment.”  When this happens, he reflects and tries to determine what went wrong. When this 
happens he feels bad, and noted that it can be frustrating at times.  He added “…you start to 
doubt yourself, and have to go back to the drawing board… you just have to make tomorrow 
better than the day before… it hurts, it hits your gut a little bit.”  To Richard, teaching these types 
classes are different than teaching regular mainstream classes.  It’s not as easy as asking students 
to read pages in a book, and then answer a few question because these students don't always 
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understand everything they read.  They are still learning English, and to do this does not give 
them tools for success. 
 Another important aspect of Richard’s classes is for him to build a relationship with his 
students.  Richard feels that this can be challenging at times because his students come from all 
over the world and often times may not understand aspects of American culture in order to form 
a bond.  Many jokes, and references to popular television, music, or movies often miss the mark 
because these students are not well versed in American culture.  He feels lucky though, because 
of the type of classes he teaches.  According to Richard, teaching history classes makes it easy to 
incorporate his students’ culture in to lessons throughout the year.  By doing this, he feels that 
you are reaching out to the students on a personal level.  Their own culture and heritage is 
something they like to share and can relate to.  Another way Richard tries to build relationships 
with his students is to bring American culture to them.  One example of this is his perennial field 
trip to the car show.  He explains that his students have never had the experience of going to a 
car show in their country, but feels it’s something most Americans have done at least once in 
their life. 
 Richard feels that it is more than building a relationship that is important, you have to 
have a strong sense of empathy.  As you get to know these students you start to notice things.  
Things that are different compared to teaching American students.  Richard has seen many of 
these student have the responsibility of acting as an interpreter for their family members and 
often times they are working twenty or more hours each week because they are responsible for 
paying some of the family’s bills. 
 When he sees situations such as these see says “you can’t help but to feel for these kids.”  
You have to flexible with their grades, and help them.  Richard recounted how over the years he 
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has helped his students with college applications because often times their parents aren’t able to 
read the application in English.  He has had to explain parking tickets and utility bills for his 
students as well.   
 Richard went on to explain that one of the most important things about teaching English 
language learners is that you have to be an advocate for them.  He has seen these students get 
picked on in the hallway and “It makes him feel angry. It makes you feel upset.  It gives you a 
bad feeling inside.”  Richard then went on to describe another experience: 
A few years ago some of the teachers felt that some of the adults were not being fair to 
the ESOL students.  About six teachers invited the vice principal to a meeting.  We felt 
that some of the ESOL kids were being unfairly targeted for lateness and uniform 
violations. 
 
He believes that these kids were easy targets because many of them are taught in their culture not 
to talk back or question authority figures and to not intervene is not right. 
 Richard concluded that while there may be difficulties and hardships to endure while 
teaching English language learners, the overall experience is rewarding: 
…you could see a kid come to school as a freshman or sophomore and grow through graduation.  
Most of the kids were here for three or four years. It gave you a really good feeling that the kid 
who spoke minimally three years later is graduating.  You can see it in their eyes how confident 
they are.  The way they speak in the hallway as opposed to two or three years earlier.  So yeah 
that gives you a good feeling. 
  
  Table 4. 6 
Mary’s Thoughts and Feelings Related to the Codes. 
Codes Significant Statements 
Strategies “I have to use visuals for them to understand.  I use 
posters so they can see stuff…” 
“I am up there acting out the motions of skiing and things 
like that, and you have to do that constantly.” 
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“I explain it, and they repeat it.” 
Responsiveness “… students from refugee camps… the students come 
over here and they have never been in the education 
experience and it’s really hard for them. 
Connections  “… ask them about their language, ask them where 
they’re from.  Get to know as much about them and 
basically find out where they are.” 
“… you have this one on one connection.” 
“you have to have better communication with them 
because they need that with you.  They feel better.  They 
feel more comfortable.” 
Frustration “That’s the hardest thing to do.  To figure that out, 
whether it’s a math thing, or if it’s an English thing. 
“… the biggest problem I have in these particular classes 
is that you just really don't know because they don't talk.” 
 
 Mary’s Narrative.  Mary is certified secondary mathematics and has been teaching for 
approximately twenty-five years.  As a little girl, Mary would regularly play school with her 
friends, and would always be the teacher.  It was from this point on that Mary knew she wanted 
to be a teacher.  As she got older her ideology didn't change, but her situation did.  Mary didn't 
go to college directly from high school.  In fact, Mary never graduated high school and didn't 
attend college until ten years after what would have been her high school graduation date.  
Studying and receiving her GED cemented the idea that she was going to go to college and 
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become a teacher.  She wanted to teach.  She “wanted to help people to help people get higher 
SAT scores in math.”  Teaching is the only job she ever had.  
 Around ten years ago, Mary can remember having a noticeable number of English 
language learners in some of her classes.  In the beginning, she noticed that she had students with 
excellent math backgrounds, but could not solve word problems.  Over the years more and more 
ELL students were rostered to her classes. Currently, two out of the five classes Mary teaches are 
sheltered math classes and things are a little different teaching sheltered classes.  When she first 
started teaching ELLs students “[she] didn't realize to the extent that [she] was teaching students 
who literally did not understand English.”  
 Mary pointed out the different degrees of English language learners.  With sheltered 
classes, she has some students who literally don't understand what she is saying.  This can be 
frustrating for her at times.  In order to deal with these situations as they arise, Mary relies 
heavily on the use of visuals.  She “…had to do lots of teaching to these kids.  [She] had to teach 
them over and over again for them to learn.”  Then she began to realize that some of these 
students came as refugees, with gaps in their education, or came from places where they had no 
formal education.  When reflecting on this, she has come to understand that teaching these 
students will take time, but that does not alleviate some of her frustrations. 
 Her frustrations have mounted because of the wide mixture of skills of her ELL students 
in her classes, and through a mandate told to her by a former administrator.  She went on to 
explain the situation: 
I have accepted the fact that when you teach English language learners the grade isn’t 
consistent with what it should be.  You know what I mean.  Like you can’t give them 
anything lower than a C, and I don't feel comfortable doing that, but that was from an 
administrator.  
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She was told that because of the students’ conditions and circumstances it was something they 
had to do in order to get the students to graduate.  Whether she feels comfortable or not, she does 
as she is told. Putting aside not feeling comfortable about the grading situation, Mary, if given a 
choice would like to continue to teach her ELL students.  She described the reason for this “Now 
because their behavior is excellent, I would want to teach them just based on that, and I would 
deal with everything else.” 
 Mary is aware that there are professional development offerings and an ESOL 
certification but has never taken either.  She feels that she is a math teacher, and her 
responsibilities are to teach math concepts and not English.  Because of this, lessons for her 
sheltered class are planned the same way she would for her mainstream math classes.  However, 
when she is teaching in the classroom she admits things are a little different.  When in the 
classroom she is “… working with them according to what they can do, and what they can give 
[me].”   
 Mary finds determining the reason for a student’s problem in math one of the more 
difficult things to do.  She can never be too sure if the issues stem from an English language 
barrier or a lack of math skills.  The only manner in which Mary is able to determine this is if she 
gives problems that “… is only math with no English in it…”  If they are able to do the problem, 
then she knows the issues is a barrier of the English language.  She does this as she moves 
through the math standards.  Mary regularly finds that her students may know one standard 
extremely well, but another standard they may be weak on or not know at all.   
 When the students don't know a standard, Mary needs to start explaining in English but 
needs to determine “… who is going to benefit from the English… and who is not.”  This can be 
frustrating for Mary because she has a portion of her students that don't know the standard and 
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don't know English well enough to understand what is being explained.  When this occurs Mary 
will use visuals, posters, and will even act out examples.  Mary recounted a situation when 
discussing slope: 
I mentioned the word slope one time, slope, slope of a line and the kids had no clue.  So I 
said you know like ski slope.  Well, ski slope was worse than slope.  So I was like ski 
slope.  Not only am I trying to verbally explain.  I am up there acting out the motions of 
skiing and things like that and you have to do that constantly.   
 
While frustrating, it situations like these that she enjoys.  “The kids enjoy it.  They smile.”  She 
wants them to feel comfortable in her class.  She believes “… they’re learning English.  They 
need to feel comfortable as they can in the environment…” 
 Another frustrating situation in Mary’s classroom is the lack participation in her 
classroom.  She struggles to get students to answer her questions or come to the board to solve 
problems and then explain the process.  She doesn't know if it’s because they don't understand, 
or if they are embarrassed by their English skills.  In order to deal with this, Mary call on a 
student to come to the board and solve a problem.  If the solution is correct, she will have the 
student explain.  When they don't want to explain she will explain the solution and have the 
student repeat what she says to the class.  It is Mary’s hope that as the school year progresses the 
students feel comfortable enough to explain math principles to the class without echoing what 
she says. 
 Mary only speaks English but will try to make the students feel more comfortable with 
what they learning by asking students to create posters.  The posters the students create contain 
an image or diagram.  These posters are then labeled by all of the students in their native 
language as well as English.  She has noticed over the years that doing this “… boost [the 
students] up.  It makes them feel good…”, and doesn't see a problem in using their first language 
to help them in math.  However, still maintains that the students “… are not here to learn in their 
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language they’re here to speak English.”  The reason for this is because of the standardized test 
that will be taken at the end of the course. 
 Over the years Mary has gotten more comfortable teaching ELL students and feels that it 
is extremely important to build strong relationships with them.  To do this, Mary will take the 
time to have a private discussion with each student.  This creates a “… one on one connection.”  
During these private discussions, she learns a great deal about her students.  One of the most 
important things, which may sound simple, is to learn how to say the students name correctly.  In 
addition to this, she asks them where they are from, what language they speak, and other 
personal details the student may what to share.  Doing this makes both her and the students feel 
more comfortable with each other and opens up a line of communication. 
  Table 4.7 
Courtney’s Thoughts and Feelings Related to the Codes. 
 
Codes Significant Statements 
Strategies “I always keep in mind with teaching ESOL students, 
regardless of content we want to be improving in all four 
domains: reading, writing, listening, and speaking.” 
“I plan something for them to talk together and speak in 
English.  I plan for them to be listening to me and have to 
respond to what I have said.  I plan for them to be reading 
to themselves and out loud.  I plan for them to be 
writing.” 
“I’m providing them a way for them to understand a 
really challenging concept that is linguistically simpler 
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because it’s got visual support.” 
Responsiveness “We are kind of forcing them out and they don’t want to  
 
leave ESOL.  It is kind of the opposite of a reward.  I  
 
wish there was a way to make the process a bit 
 
easier.” 
 
“You have to say, hey this student is an ESOL student  
 
they don't understand the rules, or we have to get this  
 
translated.” 
 
Connections  “I feel like I’m personally emotionally sensitive.  So, I 
am a safe person teaching them.” 
“So yeah we kind of have to go to bat for them because  
 
they don't respond to things in a way a typical American  
 
student would.” 
 
“Connecting with students and laughing.” 
 
Patience “Slowdown, don't assume they know something, and be 
patient.” 
“You need to take your time when doing things in the 
classroom.” 
Frustration “It’s frustrating because I communicate a lot less than I 
would if I could communicate with them directly.” 
“… this is an area where we are debating a lot.  At what  
 
point do we send them out into the American population  
 
to acculturate.” 
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 Courtney’s Narrative.  Courtney has been teaching for ten years.  She holds a secondary 
English certification and is ESOL certified.  She had been teaching in a large urban school 
district located in another state.  When Courtney first began her teaching career she had several 
English language learners in each of her class; however, she was not ESOL certified at the time.  
She regularly felt underprepared, and that she was doing a disservice to her her students.  She 
needed and wanted to do more for her students, so she began taking professional development 
classes on teaching ESOL when they were available.  Soon after she began teaching, a grant was 
offered to the teachers making a master’s degree in ESOL very affordable.  By this time, she 
developed a passion for teaching this student population and decided to pursue the degree and 
certification. 
 Three years ago, Courtney moved to her current school and district.  Courtney currently 
teaches four classes of sheltered English II and one sheltered seminar class.  Her ELL student 
population consists of level fours and fives.  Students at this level may seem to be fluent in 
English, but Courtney went on to further describe what it’s like to teach students English 
proficiency level: 
Well, students can trick you into thinking they are proficient in English because they are 
able to have a conversation with you.  Just because they are able to have a conversation 
with you in a non-academic context does not mean that they understand the content of 
what you are teaching, and the language in the questions, or how even the background 
knowledge to do grade level material. 
 
Knowing what to look for and how to handle situations such as these is something she learned 
while pursuing her master’s degree in ESOL.  It is knowing the difference between a student’s 
basic interpersonal communicative skills and cognitive academic language proficiency. 
 In order to plan for this, Courtney has to write her own curriculum, and makes sure that 
“… regardless of content we want to be improving in all four domains: reading, writing, 
	 	 	
 
 
	 	 	
78	
speaking and listening.  So I purposely build in opportunities to practice them and improve on 
them.”  Courtney values teaching a whole novel.  In many cases, it will be the first time these 
students read a novel in its entirety.  This is something that is important to her, and she values 
that as well.  The novels she chooses “will connect with them emotionally, culturally, and they 
are comprehensible and non-frustrational.  They will have themes that even though the language 
might be more accessible, they still have adult themes, or are age appropriate for our students.”  
     An example of this is Courtney’s selection of Sold by Patricia McCormick.  She 
selected this book because the protagonist is from Nepal, as are approximately one-third of her 
students.  According to Courtney doing this “... was a great opportunity to have a whole class 
read a novel about a culture that they are familiar with, that validates them.”  Validating her 
students and giving them an opportunity to share their culture is what helps Courtney develop the 
relationships.  Courtney goal is to build relationships not only between her and her students, but 
she thinks it’s important that her students get to know each other and learn from each other.  To 
understand each other. 
 Courtney emphasizes understanding cultural differences because there have been 
occasions where staff members have had issues with the students because they themselves don't 
understand the differences in language or culture.  She has “… witnessed because they don't 
understand each other.  She has seen students being “yelled at to go home” because they are out 
of uniform, but these students are new and don't understand.  Seeing this unfold hurts her.  She 
believes it’s her responsibility “to go to bat” for her students.  She feels translated information 
needs to be made more accessible to her students to help avoid these situations.   
 This is not the only thing that troubles her.  Courtney knows at some point her students 
are going to test out of ESOL, and leave the safe haven of the sheltered environment.  The 
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students enjoy being with each other in a sheltered class.  They are there with other students who 
are in the same situation and learning the same things.  She feels they are “… forcing them out, 
and they don't want to leave ESOL.  It is kind of the opposite of a reward.”  When this scenario 
happens, she wishes “… there was a way to make the process a bit easier.”  
 The parents of the students that Courtney teaches are often limited in their English skills.  
This makes communicating with parents difficult.  In fact, Courtney described herself as being 
intimidated by the process.  To ease the difficulties and relieve her intimidation, Courtney will 
ask the bilingual councilors to either act as a translator or complete the call themselves.  This 
whole process is frustrating to her.  She prefers to communicate with parents directly, and not 
being able to do so lessens the amount of communication to home.  
 Despite a few challenging and troublesome situations, Courtney loves her job.  She 
describes her job as being amazing.  She noted that she has been at this school long enough to 
see her students start to graduate.  For her, seeing this is a reward.  She has seen these students 
start at level one, speaking no English, and now they are graduating.  She says “you get a little 
proud of them.”  While being proud of them, she has an interesting take not on them graduating, 
but questions what it must feel like to be her students.  She says, “They come from all over the 
world, and yet they are now going through the same thing.  They are a diverse group of people 
having gone through a shared experience, and now they are getting ready to graduate together.”    
  Table 4.8 
Allison’s Thoughts and Feelings Related to the Codes. 
Codes Significant Statements 
Strategies “… a lot of supplementing or acting out or pictures.” 
“… sometimes we echo read, sometimes kids read a page 
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by themselves, and sometimes we group read.  We really 
approach the text in a lot of different ways.” 
“I rely heavily on group learning.” 
Responsiveness “… being an immigrant and feeling like I understood a  
 
lot more about what it takes to be successful in another  
 
language and in another culture.” 
 
“They are the ones that have the worst backgrounds in  
 
education.  They are the ones that have the saddest stories  
 
about crossing the boarders.” 
 
Connections “I have great relationships with kids from the other  
 
countries just because over the years I have talked so  
 
much to so many kids I know a lot of background  
 
information.” 
 
Patience “…I spend double the time or more doing the work, but I 
feel like they got something out of it.” 
Frustration “[differentiation] It’s very challenging and I never feel  
 
very successful.  It’s one of the hardest things as a  
 
teacher to do, and it’s one of the most depressing parts of  
 
teaching.” 
 
  
 Allison’s Narrative.  Prior to teaching, Allison was in sales but this is something she has 
thought about doing since high school.  She graduated high school early and attended college at 
the age of sixteen.  She began college by majoring in education but felt that many of the 
professors and students were over judgmental because of her age.  Ultimately, she graduated 
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from college with a degree in communications and journalism.  Upon graduation, she began a 
career in sales.  After working for several years, she became a stay at home mom until her son 
was four-years-old.   
 When deciding to re-enter the workforce, she realized she didn't wat to go back into sales.  
This prompted her to enter an alternative route to teacher certification program, and complete a 
master’s degree in teaching English as a second language.  Upon completing her master’s degree, 
she became certified in both secondary English and ESOL.  She then later added Spanish and 
German certifications.  She has now been teaching ESOL students for the past eight years. 
 When asked about the reason she decided to become an ESOL teacher, Allison began to 
tell an interesting story.  She is initially from Germany and traveled the world as a child because 
of her parents’ profession.  They were in show business, and would put on shows throughout 
Europe and South America.  Her parents knew they weren’t going to remain in show business 
forever and purchased house in Florida.  Each year, Allison’s father would contact the school 
district where their house was, and would get the curriculum and brooks from the district.  All of 
Allison’s education has been done in English.  It wasn't until later in life that she would become 
fluent in Spanish and German. 
 When Allison was ten years-old, her parents ended their careers in show business, and 
finally moved to the home in Florida they had purchased several years prior.  While she fluent in 
English, she felt very much like an immigrant.  She didn't understand the customs and culture of 
the United States.  She “… had a really hard time acculturating to the United States…”, and for 
that she was severely bullied.  She went to an international baccalaureate magnate high school in 
Florida, and identified with the ESOL students.  These experiences are what lead Allison to 
become an ESOL teacher. 
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 For the past eight years Allison has been teaching ESOL students in her current school.  
Many of her students are ESOL level II, and this year the district has provided her with a new 
curriculum.  She tries to stick to the curriculum but she frequently feels the need to stray.  The 
curriculum is an anthology and has lots of short stories.  “It’s intense and full of all kind of 
literature, and reading strategies of what we would think of in America as studying English.”  
The curriculum is specifically designed for ESOL students.  It was designed for native English 
speakers that are low readers.  This requires Allison to do “… a lot of supplementing or acting 
out or [find] pictures…” for the students to understand the text.   
 Allison regularly includes the four domains of reading, writing, speaking, and listening 
for her students.   She approaches the text in a variety of ways; “… sometimes I read, we echo 
read, sometimes kids read a page by themselves, sometimes they read in a group.”  To analyze 
the text and check for student understanding, Allison verbally asks the students questions.  She 
will either ask for a volunteer to answer her question, or she will randomly select a student to 
answer the question.  In the event the selected student does not know the answer to the question, 
she will give them an opportunity to ask another classmate for help.  When the classmate 
answers, the student who asked for help must repeat the answer.  Allison has three reasons for 
this: (a) she wants her students to practice speaking and listening in English; (b) she does not 
want them to feel embarrassed if they don't know the answer; and (c) she is trying to break a 
cultural barrier by letting the students know it’s O.K. to ask for help.   
 Once she knows the students understand what they have read, she focuses on her 
students’ writing skills.  When doing this, Allison stated that it is important for her and her 
students to understand how their first language relates to learning English, and talks about it 
regularly with her students.  She explained “… depending on their countries it definitely affects 
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their grammar, it affects their writing style, it affects topics, it affects sentence structure….”  To 
help them through this, she constructs sentence starters for her students.  This is where the 
sentence is partially written, and the student must correctly fill in the blanks or complete it.  This 
gives the students an opportunity to see how to correctly grammatically construct a sentence in 
English, but gradually through the year less information is given in the sentence starters. 
 Allison really emphasizes communicative competence in her class.  To foster this, she 
partners two students together.  Daily these partners, who do not have the same L1, will do a turn 
and talk exercise.  For projects the students are placed in groups of three, and depending on the 
skill being practiced and student need she regularly changes these groups.  Sometimes sometimes 
she creates groups based on student ability, which allows her to push the students to reach for the 
next level.  She will place more vocal students with quieter students “… to increase their ability 
to talk”.  Sometimes she places academically stronger students with weaker students so they can 
help each other.  She believes at times they learn from each other because … “students 
understand where the gaps are more than [she does].”  The one thing she stressed was they are 
not placed in groups if they have the same L1.   
 For Allison, creating groups that do not include students of the same L1 can be difficult 
at times, but she feels doing this is best for her students.  Allison doesn't see others doing the 
same as her.  She described the situation as the following: 
Anytime I go into a different classroom in this building all of my Chinese kids are sitting 
together.  All of my Nepali kids are sitting together, all of my Burmese kids are together, 
and if you calculated in a day how much those kids are getting exposed to English, it’s 
only the teacher talk and one class.  
 
As an ESOL teacher this frustrates her.  She questions how can we expect these students to 
become proficient in English with minimal exposure
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student’s first language is helpful, but feels that it is overused by her colleagues because of how 
much easier it makes teaching class. 
 Since Allison is multi-lingual, she is tempted to offer instruction in Spanish, but refrains 
from doing so.  She wants them to have instruction in English; however, when having personal 
conversations with students, she will often speak to them in Spanish.  This brings her closer to 
her students.  She feels that “[t]he Hispanic kids always kind of adopted me because I can speak 
their language…”  This connection means a great deal to her, but she believes it’s even more 
important to her students.  Her Hispanic students “… are the ones that have the worst 
backgrounds in education.  They are the ones that have the saddest stories about crossing the 
boarders.”  She never gets used to hearing the accounts of her students’ experiences.  It hurts her 
to know that they have responsibility to send money home, taking care of whoever they live 
with, and living in constant fear of immigration. 
 Allison does not limit the connections she makes to only her Hispanic students.  She 
takes great pride in learning about the cultures and backgrounds of all of her students.  Learning 
about her students’ cultures has given her the ability to form “… great relationships with kids 
from the other countries…”  Her students are usually surprised when she is able to “… ask them 
specific questions… about that thing, idea, or how their parents are.”  Allison thinks “… it’s 
great, it feels nice..” to form these relationships. 
 Forming these relationships come with a heavy responsibility.  When issues arise, Allison 
often finds herself acting as an advocate for her ESOL students.  Dealing with student to student 
issues are easy for her to deal with, but the “… one thing that makes [her] frustrated…” the most 
is when she advocates for her students to other teachers.  This typically happens over her 
student’s grades.  She often encounters teachers telling her that the student didn't complete any 
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work in the class.  She tries to “…explain to the teachers why [this is happening] and they are not 
sympathetic and they know very little about the country where the kids are coming from.”  Some 
of these students are unable to read in English or their native language.  They’re not literate and 
may not be able to internalize what is being said.  Sometimes these teachers refute Allison by 
telling her the student is able to speak English and understands what is being said to them. 
 Allison feels this is difference between understand BICS and CALP.  These content 
teachers are judging their students’ communication abilities based on the student’s basic 
communicative skills.  They often don't realize that the student is not well versed cognitive 
academic language proficiency.  This is a big challenge for Allison.  One that she feels needs to 
be addressed.  She feels that “… it is the number one thing that [she] would want to teach content 
teacher who don't have a lot of background in ESOL.” 
 Allison enjoys teaching ESOL students.  She is proud as she watches them each year 
learning more English and eventually graduating high school.  One of the responsibilities she 
treasures most is having an opportunity to help enculturate her students.  It is one of her strengths 
because in a way she has been in their shoes before.   
  Table 4.9 
Steven’s Thoughts and Feelings Related to the Codes. 
Codes Significant Statements 
Strategies “I try my best to make sure that I use ways that are very 
basic and also after using a word I find other words that 
mean the same.”   
“… but they are not empty headed.  I just assume they 
don't know the basics of the topic.  This is better than 
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assuming that they know how to do everything and then 
are confused.” 
Responsiveness “… they are also going through what I went through.  So 
  
I have this experience.” 
 
“If you were in their situation you wouldn’t know what 
  
was on the table for you.” 
 
Connections “I tell them that I am an English language learner.” 
 
“… you have to protect these students.”   
 
“For me their education is not strictly what they learn in 
 
 the books it’s the whole experience of being in school.   
 
Of interacting with things around them.  I am part of that,  
 
and I need to help them understand more than just my 
 
subject.” 
 
“I counsel them in my own little way.” 
 
Patience “When they hear the word they have to translate it from 
their own language and comprehend whatever you are 
trying to tell them.” 
“You have to be patient and explain with them.  I will 
stand with them say so what are you trying to say, what 
do you mean, how did you get this.” 
Frustration “Myself, I am struggling because I have no training on 
  
how to develop students that are stepping foot in this 
 
country learning the language.” 
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“They are from different countries and they have 
 
 different academic backgrounds.  It’s not easy.  It’s a lot  
 
of work.” 
 
  
Steven’s Narrative.  Steven is certified in K-12 mathematics.  As a young child, he knew that he 
wanted to be a teacher, and an experience he had in high school solidified this.  Towards the end 
of high school, he was studying for his exit exams.  He realized some of his friends were 
struggling, so he tutored them and made sure they would all pass.  Upon graduation, Steven told 
himself that “… if I am able to do this I should pursue teaching.” 
 Steven has now been teaching for the last fifteen years; however, he has only been 
teaching in the United States for three years.  A little over three years ago, he immigrated to the 
United States with his wife, who is a citizen.  He speaks English and two additional languages 
from his country.  This is Steven’s first year teaching in a sheltered environment.  He teaches 
five sheltered algebra classes where his students ELL levels range between one and two. 
 Steven has no specific training in teaching English language learners, and is one himself.  
He feels that because of this he understands what his students are going through, and recognizes 
that there are still things he needs to learn.  He shares this information with his students.  Doing 
this has a dual purpose.  He wants wants his students to feel comfortable, and he wants to let 
them know that he understands them more than they realize.  Steven describes how the education 
system works in his country: 
What we do is we start teaching the kids.  The medium of instruction is the local 
language.  English becomes a subject.  Later after three years English becomes the 
medium of the instruction and at the same time it becomes a subject. 
 
This was the way he learned to speak English and content in other subject areas, and later 
teaching using the same method. 
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 When first assigned a sheltered classroom Steven thought “[w]here I came from we… 
when it comes to somebody learning English we were all ESOL kids.  To be Frank I don’t see 
anything different in what I did and what I was doing back home.”  Steven soon realized that it 
was not the same.  He said “Myself, I am struggling because I have no training on how to 
develop students that are stepping foot in this country learning the language.”  This has made 
planning for Steven very difficult. 
 When planning, he tries to make sure that he uses very basic instructional methods.  He 
does not like to assume that the students know the content he is teaching.  When speaking to the 
class, he makes sure that his rate of speech is slow.  He feels that “it’s necessary to do this for the 
students because they need to listen to what you are saying, and translate it in their head to their 
own language to understand.”  This process takes time, so his class moves at a slower rate than 
their mainstream algebra counterparts.  
 Steven feels teaching math to ELL students is easier than other subjects because math is a 
universal language.  “It doesn't matter your country, a symbol is a symbol, and it means the same 
thing.”   This logic does not diminish the idea that he is responsible for teaching both math and 
supporting his students English.  To do this, when using a word, he “… tries to find other words 
that mean the same thing.”  He wants his students to know that there is not only one word that 
can be used.  He has his students create a glossary of terms.  Most new words they learn are 
written with its definition, and Steven does not limit this glossary to only math terms.  
 For words the students don’t understand, Steven finds examples and pictures.  Once the 
students have an understanding of the word or concept he has students make posters to be hung 
in the classroom.  On these posters, students explain in bot their language and in English.  These 
serve as ongoing visual cues for his students.  Steven feels that when students see information in 
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their native language it is a great help.  He regularly uses his students’ native language in his 
class to help them.  This is done through the use of dictionaries, translators, and other students. 
 Steven’s students are very diverse in their academic abilities.  Because of this, he relies 
on his students to help support the class.  He believes “… if you have the peer teaching you have 
help.  Sister is teaching sister.  Brother is teaching brother.  They speak the same language and 
they can help each other.”  Steven explained how this motivates his students.  When they see 
their own countryman understanding the concepts they feel that they can do it as well.   
  Steven believes that his ELLs need to learn more than just academics while at school.  He 
feels that they need to learn about the social interactions and customs while they are in school, 
and makes sure that he takes part in teaching them.  Steven has seen some of his ELL students 
have difficulty with enculturation, and understands why.  When comparing his own culture to the 
United States he feels that “… the one thing is that America has so much rules.”  He feels that it 
is his job to counsel them.  Since students in Steven’s class spend all day with other level one 
and two ELLs their friends are learning the culture, and their families are new to the country.  So 
if he doesn't help to teach them, he is uncertain who will. 
 While Steven has faced challenges throughout his first year teaching in a sheltered 
environment, the many positive experiences outweigh the challenges.  He enjoys teaching ELLs, 
and doing so gives him a feeling of satisfaction.  He likes teaching these students, learning about 
their many different cultures, and helping to enculturate his students.  He believes that he has 
learned a lot from his students this year and will continue to do so.  When referring to the 
students in his class he often used the word “we”.  He does this because he feels that he is still 
overcoming some of the challenges that his students are just beginning to face as newcomers to 
the United States.     
	 	 	
 
 
	 	 	
90	
Results and Interpretations  
 Through the analysis of the codes, four themes became evident: empathy, challenges, 
relationship building, and preparation.  As van Manen (1990) pointed out, “themes are only 
fasteners, foci, or threads around which the phenomenological description is facilitated” (p. 91).  
For this researcher, these themes work well in describing the behavior of all the participants 
within the ELL culture found within this study. 
Table 4.10 
Themes and subthemes  
 
Themes  Subthemes 
Empathy Understanding student’s background Creating classroom a safe classroom environment 
Challenges Parent communication Teacher’s internal struggles  
Preparation Preparation ELL of teachers  How teachers prepare for their class and methods used while teaching 
Building 
Relationships 
Creating relationships with students 
Teacher – student non-academic interactions 
 
 The four themes derived from the interviews were seen in all of the participants 
regardless of their certifications, language proficiencies, or subject matter.  This reveals that 
empathy, challenges, preparation, and building relationships are all topics and concepts of great 
concern.  By exploring each of these themes the school may be able to further improve upon the 
experiences of those that are servicing the needs of the ELL population.  Thereby improving the 
quality of experiences for the student. 
 The theme empathy was expressed by many of the teachers through the use of words and 
phrases such as “be patient” and “slow down”, or through examples of their interactions when 
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dealing with their students.  These examples include (a) understanding regular absenteeism 
because of their responsibility to help support their family, or in some instances the need to 
support themselves because they had arrived as an unaccompanied minor; (b)  What it must feel 
like to know that you have succeeded in becoming proficient in English, and now being 
rewarded by being removed from a safe environment where everyone is like them to a 
mainstream classroom; (c) Understanding that many of the students have gaps in education, or 
no formal education; and (d) or how they feel about the daily struggles and they see these 
students have, and the need to defend them.  Two of the participants had been in similar 
situations as their students giving the sense of responsibility to help acculturate their ELL 
students.   
This level of empathy doesn't happen on the first day of teaching these students.  It takes 
time and typically developed as the teachers learned more about their students as well as their 
culture.  Doing this brings about a second theme found during this research, which is relationship 
building.  Each of the participants stressed the importance of building relationships with their 
students.  Some forged these relationships by being bilingual and having the ability to speak their 
students’ first language.  While others, spent time learning about their students’ background and 
culture.  By doing this, some knowingly and others unknowingly were taking steps towards 
Geneva Gay’s concept of culturally responsive teaching. 
Having an in-depth knowledge of content and a strong understanding of pedagogy are 
needed to be an effective teacher.  However, for a culturally and linguistically diverse student 
population educators need to incorporate a third component to the mix of pedagogy and content 
knowledge.  This component is culturally responsive teaching, which Gay (2002) defines as 
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“using the cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of ethnically diverse students as 
conduits for teaching them more effectively” (p. 106).  
 The belief system behind Gay’s theory is by framing content and the necessary skills 
needed to accomplish tasks within the content by using experiences and references relatable to 
students’ cultural background, students will display high levels of interest, and learn more 
because what is being taught becomes more meaningful (Gay, 2000; Gay, 2002).  To accomplish 
this, teachers are required to understand the characteristics of their students’ culture because they 
may drive teaching and learning.  Examples of this include (a) which groups give preference to 
community living and problem solving because of its effect on school performance, motivation, 
and ambitions; (b) the way in which different cultures require students to interact with their 
teachers; and (c) the role gender plays in social interactions (Gay, 2002). 
 Situations encompassing these factors were regularly discussed throughout the interview 
process.  The use of cooperative learning, another foundation of the literature review, was 
ubiquitous among the participants of this study. Not fully understanding the importance or lack 
of importance placed on communal problem solving, and the constructs of how gender roles and 
their importance during socialization can prove to be disastrous when creating groups for 
cooperative learning assignments.  In addition to this, teachers discussed how some of the 
culturally diverse students were non-compliant or rude to staff and other teachers in the building 
due to the way in which the student interacted with some teachers or the school police.  Some of 
these problems stemmed from the staff not fully understanding how different students culture 
permits them to interact with authority figures. 
 Having a strong understanding of students’ cultural characteristics is only part of being a 
culturally responsive teacher.  Teachers must also possess factual particularities of their students’ 
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cultures as they relate to the teacher’s content area.  By doing this, teachers will be able to 
incorporate their students’ culture as it pertains to particular content areas.  Being able to 
represent the students’ culture throughout the class is what makes the course more interesting 
and stimulating to the student (Gay, 2002).   
 Challenges was a third theme unearthed during the interview process.  These challenges 
included a lack of understanding of second language acquisition by non-ESOL certified teachers. 
Which caused teachers to question how much the students understood, or why the students were 
not performing well in class while seemingly they were able to communicate fine.  Another 
challenge for the teachers were difficulties communicating with their students’ parents even with 
the availability of third-party tele-translation services.  Challenges such as these, show the 
importance for teachers to fully appreciate theories of second language acquisition and diversity 
among assessment methods. 
 A critical aspect of understanding second language acquisition is to know the difference 
between BICS and CALP.  During the interview process, it was discovered that few of the non-
ESOL certified teacher could explain or new the difference between BICS and CALP.  This is a 
stark difference from the ESOL-certified teachers who believe being able to understand these 
two concepts is of extreme importance when meeting the needs of ELL students.  One of the 
ESOL-certified teachers noted that not understanding the difference between these two concepts 
can easily trick someone on the proficiency level of their ELL student, and the other felt not 
being able to make a distinction between the two led to problems in some content classes.  
 BICS and CALP are respectively referred to as basic interpersonal communication skills, 
language for social communication, and cognitive academic language proficiency.  Social 
communication skills can be developed in one to three years (Dailey, 2009).  This type of social 
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communication is often supported by meaningful social context, which does not require 
specialized vocabulary, and is not cognitively demanding (de Wit, 2015).  The rapid gains in 
BICS sometimes cause ELL students to be incorrectly labeled as having proficient English skills; 
however, it can take an additional five and seven years before mastering academic language 
proficiencies (Dailey, 2009).  Students that appear to be proficient in BICS, but struggle with 
CALP can be thought of as under-achievers.   CALP is typically learned in a school based 
environment, and teachers should be aware of the need to regularly teach and reinforce academic 
language to their ELL students (de Wit, 2015). 
 Equally important to understanding the difference between BICS and CALP, is for 
teachers to know how a student’s primary.  Cummins (1979) proposed there is a developmental 
and linguistic interdependence between a person’s primary language and the target language.  
Therefore, students having strong academic fluency in their primary language will develop 
academic fluency in a target language at a much faster rate.  By making sure ELL students 
continue to improve upon literary skill in their primary language is an integral part of learning 
English (Dailey, 2009). 
 An ELL’s primary language provides a familiar and effective way to understand the 
meaning and content for what should be used in English.  However, an ELL’s primary language 
should be thought of as a tool, but one that shouldn’t be overused (Nation, 2003).  As noted by 
the ESOL-certified teachers, the primary role for the teachers is to foster the growth of their 
students English skills. Allowing students to use their primary language throughout the day was 
a contested issue among the different categories of participants.  The ESOL-certified teachers 
wanted to limit the use of their students’ primary language during class time because during 
school hours may be the only opportunity their students have to practice their English skills.  
	 	 	
 
 
	 	 	
95	
Conversely, content teachers encouraged and supported the regular use of their students first 
language. 
 An issue such as this directly relates to the final theme discovered during the research, 
which is preparation.  Many of the teachers who were not ESOL-certified felt ill-prepared in 
their own abilities when it came to developing and executing lessons for their students.  This 
inability to be able to properly prepare lessons for their students caused internal struggles for 
some participants.  Additionally, they were spending a vast amount of hours lesson planning 
each week.  The participants employed strategies such as the use of visual aids, sentence starters, 
and physical demonstrations; however, none used Walqui’s powerful scaffolding methods. 
 Scaffolding is the process that engages students in activities that supports them while 
allowing specific skills to develop (Walqui, 2006).  The ultimate goal is to enable ELL students 
to autonomously work while honing their English skills.  Teachers can look at scaffolding at both 
the macro and meso levels.  When using scaffolding on the macro-level, the teacher designs unit 
supports for their students.  Lessons are linked together in order to provide a rich understanding 
of central ideas or processes, and the language needed to convey those ideas (Bunch, Walqui, & 
Kibler, 2015). 
 At the meso-level of scaffolding, the teacher provides support for their students through 
each lesson.  Lessons and the scaffolding used at this level are completed in three phases or 
moments.  These three moments consist of (a) preparing the learners; (b) interacting with the text 
or concept; and (c) extending the students understanding.  Each moment contains three different 
tasks.  The tasks at the meso-level are designed to be interconnected supports which take 
students through learning a new idea to the ability to applying that idea in a variety of creative 
ways (Bunch, Walqui, & Kibler, 2015). This is a proven, useful tool, which classroom teachers 
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should employ in order for their students to continue the growth of their English skills while 
engaging in age-appropriate, rigorous, and meaningful tasks.   
Summary  
 An in-depth look at the thoughts, feelings, and actions of teachers servicing English 
language learners was developed through the interview and coding processes.  These two 
processes ultimately gave way to four themes: empathy, challenges, preparation, and building 
relationships.  Having a complete and robust understanding of these themes is need to truly 
understand the lived experiences of the teachers that participated in this study.  In order to 
enhance the teaching experience of those servicing English language learners, in Chapter 5, these 
themes will be developed into recommendations.   
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the lived experiences of 
teachers servicing the needs of their English language learns in an urban environment.  By 
conducting a thorough and comprehensive analysis of the data obtained during the two-round 
interview process, four themes developed: empathy, challenges, preparation, and relationship 
building.  The thoughts and feelings of these participants have given an in-depth look at the 
experiences of those servicing the needs of English language learners.  By exploring the 
following research questions, this researcher was able to gain a comprehensive understanding of 
this phenomenon:  
  What characterizes the experiences of teachers who instruct students in an English Language 
program in an urban high school? 
1.  How does understanding second language acquisition affect the experiences of a 
teacher instructing ELL students? 
2. How does the use of ELL instructional models affect the experiences of a teacher 
instructing ELL students? 
3. How does the use of multiculturalism in the classroom affect the experiences of a 
teacher instructing ELL students? 
Conclusions Based on the Research Questions 
   The participating teachers provided a robust perspective of urban high school teachers 
meeting the needs of ELL students.  Regardless of the participants’ category, there was 
continuity in their experiences with a few exceptions.  All participants found challenges in 
communicating with LEP parents.  Both monolingual and multilingual non-ESOL certified 
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teachers have had, or currently face challenges in preparing lessons for their ELL students.  The 
cause of these challenges is a lack of ESOL training.  Participants across all categories heavily 
rely on visual aids and cooperative learning strategies.  Each participant believes teaching ELL 
students requires strong empathy towards their students, an understanding of their cultural 
background, and the ability to build relationships. 
 When discussing the concept of relationship-building, multilingual teachers who share a 
language with their students expressed having an innate ability to connect with them.  
Multilingual teachers who did not share a common language with their students and monolingual 
teachers were still able to form relationships with their students; however, they described a 
longer process.  There was disparity amongst the participants on their feelings of supporting their 
students by using the students’ native language.  As previously mentioned, all participants 
strongly relied on the use of cooperative learning, but their feelings on how groups should be 
created greatly differed. 
 The recommendations to follow are based on the themes identified during the 
participants’ interview process and analysis.  The experiences the participants described offered 
great insight on how to support current and future teachers at this school.  Some of these 
recommendations can be implemented with ease, while others will require time, consideration, 
and approval from the district office. 
Recommendations 
 The purpose of this study was to understand the lived experiences of teachers who 
instruct students in an English language program in an urban high school environment.  In order 
to explore different aspects of this topic, three sub-questions were formulated.  Based on the 
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results of the participants’ responses to the interview questions four themes emerged.  These four 
themes have led to the following recommendations: 
 Teacher-Led Professional Development.  A teacher’s continuous learning is one of the 
most important things they can do to hone their craft.  The American Federation of Teachers 
recognizes this concept, and regards it as being essential for a high level of student achievement 
(Phillips, 2008).  In addition, professional development is a main factor in educational outcomes 
and school reform.  Through the concept of reform and change, professional development can 
instill the ideas of best practices (Phillips, 2008).  Ensuring adequate training of best practices 
when teaching English language learners could alleviate feelings of frustration.  
 However, during the interview process, it was determined that several of the non-ESOL- 
certified teachers had no training when it came to the teaching of English language learners. Of 
the non-ESOL certified participants who did have some formal training in servicing ELL 
students, all stated they had to seek professional development opportunities out on their own, and 
they were predominantly offered such opportunities during the summer months.  There main 
reason these participants did not seek further professional development opportunities was 
because of their time constraints. 
 Offering after-school on-site professional developments makes them easily accessible, 
and reduces some time constraints by eliminating commute time.  Further benefits will be found 
by using, school’s resident experts, these teacher-led professional developments will have 
minimal cost to the school.  These opportunities also create a learning community among the 
teachers which allows the teachers to collaborate, share their experiences, develop common 
practices, and assess those practices (Stacy, 2013).  While these are all added benefits, the most 
important idea of professional developments is their effectiveness.   
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 Keeping professional developments subject-specific plays a key role in their effectiveness 
(Phillips, 2008).  Based on the participant interviews and the themes that developed throughout 
the analysis process, a series of subject-specific professional development opportunities should 
be created to enhance the teachers’ experience and further the education of their English 
language learners. 
 De Oliveira (2011) believes that in order for teachers to be prepared to meet the linguistic 
needs of their ELL students, some of what they should know include “(a) a strong background 
and experiences with second language learning principles and practices; (b) knowledge about the 
difference between conversational language proficiency and academic language proficiency; and 
(c) the importance of access to comprehensible input and opportunities for producing output for 
meaningful purpose” (p. 59).   
 Based on these beliefs and the outcome of the research, the series of professional 
developments should include the importance of the students’ first language and encouraging the 
use of the target language.  During this professional development, the participants will learn how 
a student’s first language facilitates learning the target language.  This professional development 
should also include Nation’s (2003) ways to encourage ELLs to use English when facing 
obstacles: 
 1. Choose manageable tasks that are within the learners' proficiency.  
2. Prepare learners for tasks by pre-teaching the language items and skills needed.  
3. Use staged and graded tasks that bring learners up to the level required.  
4. Get learners to pretend to be English speakers.  
5. Make the L2 an unavoidable part of the task. Retelling activities, strip stories, 
    completion activities, and role plays all require the use of the L2.  
6. Repeat tasks to make them easier. 
7. Inform learners of the learning goals of each task so that they can see how using the L2 
    will help them achieve a clear short term learning goal.  
8. Discuss with the learners the value of using the L2 in class.  
9. Get learners to discuss the reasons why they avoid using the L2 and get them to 
    suggest solutions to encourage L2 use.  
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10. Set up a monitoring system to remind learners to use the L2. In group work speaking 
tasks, this can involve giving one learner in each group the role of reminding others to   
use the L2.  
11. Use non-threatening tasks. Learners can choose their own groups, the teacher can stay 
      out of the groups, allow learners to prepare well for the tasks, don't use tasks that put 
      learners in embarrassing situations, and choose interesting, non-threatening topics  
      (p. 6).  
 
A second professional development in this vein should be created to be centered around 
Cummins (1979) BICS and CALP.  This professional development will be particularly useful to 
the staff of this school because it will help to clear up any disconnects between students’ abilities 
to communicate and teachers’ ideas of students working to their full potential.   
 In addition to creating professional developments centered around second language 
acquisition and language skills, this school should invest in training based upon Walqui’s 
scaffolding methods.  By doing this, teachers will be able to engage and support their students 
throughout the lesson while they practice their English skills and eventually have the ability to 
autonomously work in their newly adopted language.   
 Using cooperative learning was common method with all of the participants.  Each 
participant had their own way of deciding how to create groups, and the implementation of this 
strategy.  To ensure teachers maximize the use of cooperative learning in the classroom, 
professional development should be created.  During this professional development, the teachers 
will learn the positive outcomes cooperative learning has to offer, and the most effective ways to 
create student groups.  
 After the interview process, it became apparent that several of the non-ESOL certified 
teachers had concerns about their students’ understanding of the content.  Their methods of 
assessing the students varied, and some were uncertain if the methods they used were appropriate 
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for their students.  This indicates that a professional development centered on non-traditional 
forms of assessment is needed.   
 During this professional development  participants will learn that many traditional forms 
of classroom assessments, and standardized tests require the student to have strong language 
proficiency skills.  When using methods to assess students who are dependent on language may 
not give a teacher an accurate description of their ELL students’ understanding of content and 
concepts; however, ELL students evaluated by non-traditional assessment methods tend to do 
better (Success with ELLs, 2009). 
 Teachers will come to know these forms of assessments as performance-based 
assessments, which offer opportunities for ELL students to show what they know in ways that 
meet the students’ level of English proficiency.  The use of performance-based tests gives them a 
more complete understanding of what their students know, how they process the material, and 
what they are able to do.  During this professional development, teachers will also learn the types 
of activities they should offer.  They include hands-on or collaborative activities that are related 
to the content with meaningful context and should incorporate the use of non-language 
dependent activities such as charts, drawing, mind maps, and Venn diagrams (Success with 
ELLs, 2009). 
 Summary of the recommendation of Teacher-led professional development.  The 
above series of professional developments are a low-cost recommendation.  The time-frame in 
which this recommendation can be implemented is based on the willingness and speed of the 
school’s resident experts to create and execute the professional developments.  The true limiting 
factor for this recommendation is the amount of extracurricular and professional development 
funds the site administrator can autonomously spend.  
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 Make allowances for teachers to deviate from the curriculum.  A curriculum is 
comprised of five parts: what is taught, what is learned, its delivery, materials and resources used 
for content delivery, and how the content is assessed.  “Because formal curriculum may be 
prescribed by authority, teachers feel constrained and often implement it rigidly” (UNESCO, 
2004, p. 13).  Often teachers may feel they are unable to change the curriculum mandate or select 
other texts for the students to use.  This results in teachers teaching from the prescribed textbook 
regardless of needs and skills of their students (UNESCO, 2004). 
 Fortunately, some of the teachers participating in this study admitted to slightly deviating 
from the curriculum; however, they seemed guarded and uncomfortable mentioning this.  They 
are concerned about being observed during their deviation, and are fear of potential 
consequences not by site administrators, but by those from the district.  Giving flexibility so 
teachers may deviate from the curriculum does not mean giving carte blanche so they may teach 
anything they wish.  This flexibility moves towards culturally responsive teaching by allowing 
teachers to make selections on text and supplemental materials that meet the cultural and 
linguistic needs of their diverse student population; while meeting the goals and objectives of the 
course.   
 This recommendation is one that may take time to implement.  Changes such as this may 
require approval at the district level.  Teachers also need to understand that any changes in 
curriculum made would require them to procure the new materials on their own. 
 Promoting empathy.  Through their thoughts and experiences, many of the participants 
expressed the need for empathy between the teacher and their ELL students.  When teachers are 
interacting with their ELL students they want and need to know how much and what they 
understood.  A Teacher with minimal preparation in teaching ELL students does not have a 
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strong understanding of what it may feel like to be an ELL student in a class solely taught in 
English.  These teachers may talk too fast or use vocabulary the students do not completely 
understand.  By doing this, it is possible that ELL students in a mainstream class or portions of 
students in a sheltered class are not having their needs met.   However, if the teacher has 
empathy towards their ELL students, and understands what it is like for them to be in their class, 
the teacher can build trust with their ELL students, and more likely meet their needs (Zhang, 
2017). 
 In order for the teachers at this school to have more understanding as to what it is like to 
be an ELL student who has a limited proficiency in the language that is being taught and create 
empathy, it is recommended that the school offer teachers an opportunity to attend a class offered 
in a language other than English.  Logistically this will not be a difficult endeavor for this school 
as there are several teachers who are multilingual.  This is predicated on the staff’s willingness to 
create a class and materials in a language other than English, as is the willingness of teachers to 
attend this class.  While this is not a perfect representation of the feelings the ELL students may 
have, it will give the teachers attending an experience they should reflect upon. 
 Increasing parental involvement and communication.  Several of the participants felt 
communicating with their ELL students’ parents was a difficult task, and left them with feelings 
of frustration.  The methods in which they used to communicate with parents were through the 
use of a third party translation service via telephone, through their students acting as translators, 
by using the bilingual counselor assistants or through electronic translators.  While each of these 
options accomplishes the task, the participants feel awkward using third-party methods.  
Unfortunately, it is not always possible to overcome a language barrier.  Making the need to use 
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a third party may be the best or only option; however, it possible to have all parties involved feel 
a little more comfortable. 
 It comes as no surprise that parents of ELL students want what is best for these children 
in the same way as their native English-speaking counterparts.  Certain benefits are often 
associated with an increase in parental involvement.  When students see their parents take an 
active role in their education, it often increases motivation and success in school, impacts their 
decision to go to college, and reduces the chances of dropout (Shim, 2013).  However, there can 
be barriers when it comes to ELL parent involvement.  These barriers include: (a) parents’ 
education level; (b) a lack of English language proficiency; and (c) differences between school 
and home culture (Arias & Morillo-Campbell, 2008). 
 In an effort to overcome these barriers, it is recommended that the school use its bilingual 
counselor assistants not only to act as translators for the teachers, but to personally invite parents 
to the school at regular intervals for the purpose of sharing and educating the staff on their 
cultural backgrounds.  The teachers who choose to attend these meetings have an opportunity to 
learn about their students/parents, and expose the parents to a welcoming staff.  While initially 
this may feel awkward to both parties, sustained positive interactions for both parents and school 
staff can diminish the awkward feelings during later communications/meetings even if the use of 
a third party is needed as a facilitator.  
 Teachers need time to learn about their ELL students.  During the interview process, 
several of the participants noted the importance of getting to know the language, culture, and 
academic backgrounds of their ELL students.  ELLs are often thought of and discussed as a 
uniform group.  This is a problem because when immigrating to this country they come with a 
wide range of language and literacy proficiencies, and have varying degrees of prior knowledge 
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and experiences with the different content that will be taught.  Without this information, teachers 
cannot anticipate the aspects of learning that may be too difficult for their ELL students if they 
are not given the proper instructional support (Lucas, Villegas, & Freedson-Gonzalez, 2008). 
 Teachers have the opportunity to do this throughout the year during class time; however, 
given the demographic makeup of this school, it could take far too long to have an opportunity to 
speak with all of their students and gain a full understanding of their abilities and background.  
Providing specific time through teacher coverages will allow those who tend to the needs of ELL 
students the means to expedite this process.  The faster this process is completed the more likely 
the teachers will be able to provide the proper support, implement culturally responsive teaching 
practices, and be less likely to alienate their students.  Implementing this recommendation should 
not be too difficult, but will require coordination with the roster chair to ensure adequate 
coverage. 
Summary  
 Over the last thirty years, the United States has increasingly seen a growth in the 
population of those who use a language other than English.  The projections show this population 
will continue to grow, and by the year 2020, the growth rate of people over the age of five who 
live in a home using a language other than English will reach twenty-three percent (Shin & 
Ortman, 2011).   
 This phenomenological study set out to explore the lived experiences of teachers meeting 
the needs of ELL students in an urban environment.  By examining this phenomenon, the 
researcher was able to develop recommendations that came directly from the analysis of the 
participants’ experiences. 
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 A study conducted by de Jong and Harper (2005), found that few mainstream elementary 
or high school teachers had any preparation regarding the education of English language 
learners.  This holds true for many of the non-ESOL-certified teachers who participated in this 
study.  The participants with training sought it on their own, but with limited exposure.  All of 
the participants were welcoming towards their ELL students; however, many faced challenges, 
internal struggles, or feelings of anxiety.   
 These issues predominantly stemmed from a lack of training and it is believed that with 
adequate training the challenges, struggles and feelings the participants endure will be 
diminished.  Because of this, the researcher recommended the school offer a series of ongoing 
professional development opportunities to their current and future staff.  Such professional 
developments include training on: (a) second language acquisition principles; (b) understanding 
the difference between conversational and academic language proficiencies; (c) cooperative 
learning practices and their enhancement of conversational and academic language through 
social interactions; (d) macro and meso-scaffolding methods in order to foster autonomy and 
develop language skills; and (e) differentiation of assessing ELL students to gain a complete 
understanding of their students’ knowledge and abilities.  In addition to these professional 
development avenues, recommendations were made to create empathy among teachers towards 
their ELL students, giving teachers adequate time to learn about their students, having 
opportunities to deviate from the curriculum, and increasing parental involvement. 
 Training and mastery of these concepts will take time.  This makes it necessary for the 
series of these professional development opportunities to be ongoing and continuous.  As the 
teacher begins to feel more comfortable and capable of meeting the needs of their ELL students, 
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the challenges they face may lessen.  This should make the experience of teaching ELL students 
more favorable, thereby increasing the positive experiences for their students.     
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Appendix C 
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Dear Colleague, 
Greetings! I request your assistance with my dissertation study, which seeks to explore teacher’s 
perceptions and interaction of English language learners.  You were selected to participate in this 
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Purpose of the Study: 
 
The purpose of this study is to gain an in depth understanding of your experiences and 
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Interview Description: 
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experiences with your English language learner students.  No personally identifying information 
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Confidentiality: 
 
Your responses will be kept confidential and you will be referred to by a pseudonym throughout 
the study. 
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If you have concerns or questions about this study, please contact this researcher, Ian Pasternack 
at isp25@drexel.edu.  
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Appendix D 
Semi-Structured Interview 
1. How long have you been teaching? 
2. What are your areas of certification? 
3. Why did you become a teacher? 
4. How much training do you have in teaching ELL students? 
5. How familiar are you with theories on second language acquisition? 
6. Can you go over how you plan your lessons? 
7. How do you determine if a struggling student’s problem is academic or a language 
barrier? 
8. What methods do you use while instructing English language learners? 
a. In what capacity do you use them? 
b. When do you use them? 
9. How do you determine the most effective instructional methods when teaching ELL 
students? 
10. How do you differentiate your instruction between ELL students? 
11. How do you help ELL students that may feel overwhelmed with simultaneously learning 
a new language and learning content? 
12. What is the importance of understanding your students’ cultural background? 
13. How do you use your knowledge of your students’ cultural background in your lessons 
and interactions with them? 
14. What are your thoughts on providing instruction in a student’s native language?  
15. What resources do you use when teaching ELLs and a culturally diverse student 
population? 
16. ELLs are sometimes thought of a vulnerable population, what is it like to teach such a 
population? 
17. Do you do anything different for your ELL students that you don't do for native English 
speakers? If so what? 
18. What is like to have to communicate with parents that are LEP? 
19. What do you think is the most important piece of advice you have received, or you would 
like to give someone regarding teaching ELL students?  
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